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Glossary
Child and Youth Work - Although focusing on children, youth and their families and thus
not as broad as social care in Ireland there are similarities between child and youth work in
North America and social care work with young people in Ireland. More details are
available at htip://cyc-net.org/profession/pro-definitions.html
Garda/Guard/Gardai - refers to member(s) of the Irish police force, An Garda Siochäna
(Guardiansof the Peace).
Health ServicesEmployers Agency (HSEA) - The national body responsiblefor recruitment
within the health servicesin Ireland. (www. hsea.ie ).
Health Service Executive (HSE) - The national body responsible for health and personal
social servicesin Ireland.

Health Board - Prior to the establishmentof the Health ServicesExecutive in 2004 health
servicesin Ireland were delivered by a structureof regional health boards.
Higher Education and Training Awards Council (HETAC) - The body which awards
qualifications to Higher Education Institutions not including the universities nor the Dublin
Institute of Technology. (www. hetac.ie ). It replaced the NCEA (National Council for
Educational Awards) in June 2001.

Higher Education Authority (HEA) - The Higher Education Authority is the planning,
policy developmentand advisory body for higher educationin Ireland. In addition it is the
funding authority. (www. hea.ie ).
IASCW- Irish Association of Social Care Workers. Originally called the Irish Association
for Care Workers the IASCW is the representativebody for social care practitioners in
Ireland. (www. iascw.ie ).
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IMPACT - the trade union which representsmany social carepractitioners.
(www. impact.ie ).

Inter cert. [Intermediate Certificate] - Now called the Junior Certificate this is the State
examination that children take after the first three yearsor junior cycle of secondaryschool
at age 15 or 16 years. Children normally take between nine and eleven subjects at this
examination.
Leaving cert. [Certificate] - The State examination taken at the end of secondaryschool
(after 5 or 6 years). A subject taken at honours level is equivalent to two thirds of the
workload of an A Level. Young people normally take seven or eight subjects at this
examination, normally including Mathematics, English, Irish and another language. Grades
in the best six subjects are calculated for entry points to higher education.
Leaving Certificate Applied - The Leaving Certificate Applied is offered in someschools in
Ireland as an alternativeto the more academically orientatedLeaving Certificate
Established.It is designedfor studentswho do not wish to proceeddirectly to third level
educationor for thosewhose needs,aspirationsand aptitudes are not adequatelycateredfor
by the Leaving Certificate Establishedor who choosenot to opt for it. The Programmeis
administeredand assessedby the StateExaminations Commission as is the Leaving
Certificate Established.SeehtW://www. examinations.ie/index.phn?l=en&mc=ca&sc=sd for
more details.
NCEA (National Councilor Educational Awards) - Awarding body for higher level
qualifications apart from the universities and Dublin Institute of Technology prior to June
2001, when it was replacedby HETAC.

NVQ - NationalVocationalQualification.
ResidentManagers'Association(RMA)- The representative
association
of managersof
careservicesin Ireland.
3
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SNVQ- ScottishNationalVocationalQualification.
Social Educator - The equivalent profession to social care practice in parts of mainland
Europe.

Social Pedagogue- The equivalent profession to social care practice in parts of mainland
Europe.

Social ServicesInspectorate - The Social ServicesInspectorate is empoweredby the Child
Care Act (1991) to inspect and report on residential centres for children operated by the
Regional Health Authorities in Ireland (Ireland is divided into eight health authority areas.
The EasternRegion Health Authority is sub-divided into five areas).The Health Act (2007)
expandedthe role of the Inspectorateto include other areasof social care such as residential
services for older people, people with an intellectual or physical disability and children's
detention centres, previously administered by the Department of Education and Science.
The SSI was administered by the Department of Health and Children until May 2007 when
was establishedon a statutory basis as the Office of the Chief Inspector of Social Services
within the Health Information and Quality Authority (EIIQA). The SSI producesInspection
Reports of centresand Annual Reports and has done so since 2001. (For further details see
http://www. higa.ie/functions ssi.asp).
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Abstract
The aims of this study were twofold. The first was to explore how social care practitioners
undertaking a degree course to obtain the required professional qualification interpret the
roles of student and social care practitioner and how structural factors particularly in the
college environment impact on these interpretations. The second aim was to examine the
development and changein the social identities of student and social care practitioner. The
theoretical framework used to explore identity is that of structural symbolic interactionism
as it provides a structure in which stability and change in identity, as well as the influence
of social context can be examined.Congruent with the aims of the study and the theoretical
framework a qualitative methodology is used. Data was mainly collected using a series of
semi-structured interviews

but

supplemented through

participant

observation,

questionnairesand diaries. Fifteen participants were involved and interviewed three times
throughout their first academicyear. Nine participants were interviewed again at the end of
their second academicyear. Commonality was found in the interpretations of the roles of
social care practitioner and student, agreeing with existing literature. However variation
was found among participants in the integration between and bi-directional impact of the
two social identities suggestingthat work-related learning is affected individual and social
factors. Recommendationsfor the professional educationof social care workers are made.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Overview of Chapter
This chapterintroduces the readerto the societal and institutional context of the researchas
well as the theoretical framework usedto explore identity. To understandthe perspectiveof
the researcherand her impact on the data generatedthis introductory chapterbegins with an
explanationof the rationale for the research.
As the societal discoursesof education in a country impact on available interpretations of
the role of the student, an outline of the educational policies and consequentview of third
level education in Ireland is necessary.To situate the role and identity of the social care
practitioner, an outline of the history of social care work and the current process of
professionalisation is then given. Before discussing the development of the research
questions the institutional context in which the study is described. This is followed by a
discussionof the main conceptsand debatesin the symbolic interactionist perspective. The
chapterconcludeswith an overview of the content of eachchapter.

Rationale
My reasons for choosing the particular topic of research were twofold. Firstly, I was
curious to explore the education of social care practitioners, in which I was involved.
Secondly, I had a desire to increase my own professional knowledge of students'
interpretations and experiencesof being studentsin order to facilitate my own teaching and
put in place appropriate supportstructures.
Over the last eight years of teaching social care practitioners I have observed some changes
in the attitudes and motivations of practitioner social care students. Increasing pressure

6
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from the Health Service Executive' for social care practitioners to gain an accredited
professional qualification has resulted in more varied and sometimes conflicting
motivations amongst students. My experience has been in line with that of Illeris (2003,
p. 14), who found that "most adults approacheducation in very ambivalent ways" motivated
by both personal and occupational reasons "but also fear being humiliated or challenged
abovethe level of their personalthresholds".
While in-service courses in social care practice have been in existence in academic
institutions in Ireland since 1971 (Richardson, 1996), and recommendationsfor training of
unqualified staff, at least in residential childcare, have been made since the publication of
the Reformatory and Industrial Schools Systems Report in 1970, the forthcoming
introduction of registration (Health and Social Care Professionals Act, 2005) means that
new and existing practitioners must attain an accreditedqualification. Pre-service training
in social care practice began in the mid-1980s (Gallagher and O'Toole, 1999) and is now
available in twelve educational institutions across the country. In April 2001, the then
Minister for Children announced concern over practitioners not holding relevant
qualifications and salary scalesof new social care workers in the areasof residential child
care and intellectual disability were tied to the possessionof qualifications (Hanafin, 2001).
I have also lectured in another third-level institution to part-time adult students who are
obliged to obtain a minimum qualification of Advanced Certificate2 for their occupations in
adult basic education.This exposureto various forms of adult education and adult students
increased my curiosity to explore the experiences of students whose participation is
obligatory, particularly as this can be seen as contrary to some theories and policies on
adult educationwhere adult educationis portrayed as a voluntary and activity (Illeris, 2003,
p. 14). However Lea and West (1995) point out that the primacy of vocational goals does
not exclude personal issuesfor students in adult education and Blair el al. (1995) suggest
participation itself can changemotivation and goals. This suggestsinter- and intra-variation

I The Health Services Executive is the national body responsible for health and personal social services in
Ireland.
2 An Advanced Certificate is at Level 6 in the National Framework of Qualifications, a level below that of a
B. A. (Ord. ), which participants in my study were doing. Seewww. ngai.ie for more details.
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with regardto the goals and orientations of studentsindicating the importance of exploring
this as learners' intentions can influence the way they approach and process the learning
experience (Boud et al., 1985) and evaluate it (Walters, 2000), which in turn impact on
teaching.

McLeod (2001) points out the weaknessesof reliance on a common senseunderstandingof
the world for professionals as common sense knowledge can be changeable,incoherent,
disjointed and conflicting. Therefore conducting this research should provide a research
basisfrom which greater personal and professional understandingof students' perspectives
can be achieved.Having lectured in various tertiary institutions since 1986 the dangersof
becoming complacent to students' perspectivesis real. Thus another motivation to conduct
this researchand an outcome of it is that it provides an opportunity, separatefrom the dayto-day work as a lecturer, to "hear the stories of real people" and thereby "understand,
respectand respondto the endsthat are important to them" (Rossiter, 1999, p.67).
Having outlined the rationale some background is neededon educationalpolicies and thirdlevel educationin Ireland and on social care work in Ireland before discussionof the aims
of research and development of research questions. Pertinent aspects of the symbolic
interactionist framework used to explore roles and identities in this research are then
described.

Educational Policies and Third Level Education in Ireland
Ireland in the first decade of the 21'` century is a country where education is valued,
particularly for its contribution to economic growth, regardless of how contested the
relationship is betweenthe Celtic Tiger and investment in education (Dunne, 2002; Shareet
al., 2007). Heraty et al. (2000) point out that an increasing number of occupations in
Ireland are becoming qualification driven. Dunne (2002, p.69) links the commencementof
view that educationhas the function of "promoting the kinds of knowledge and talent that
would create a skilled workforce" to the industrialisation policy of the 1960s.There was a
consequentmarked increase in the numbers attending second level education from 1965
and increasedparticipation in third level education since the mid 1980s (Collins, 2000).
8
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Statistics show increasesin the educational attainment of the population with 81% having
completed secondaryeducation or higher among the 25 to 34 years age bracket compared
to 40% of the 55 to 64 yearsage bracket in 2005 (OECD, 2007). The admission rate of new
entrants to institutions of higher education in Ireland has increased from 0.20 to 0.553
between 1980 and 2004 (O'Connell et al., 2006).
Inequalities in participation in third-level education with regard to social class have been
noted (Clancy, 1995; Clancy and Wall, 2000) and a subsequentinterest in broadening
participation evident. Dunne (2002) identifies equity as a more recent theme of Irish policy
documents with an emphasis on education as providing `life chances' to individuals.
Reports and policies show concern with encouraging both young people living in social
disadvantageand mature students to participate in higher education. For example in 2000
the Department of Education and Science launched an action group to increase accessto
third level education for individuals with disabilities, individuals from socially
disadvantagedbackgrounds and mature `second chance' students. The Higher Education
Authority launched an action plan to achieveequity of accessto higher education in 2004.
Compared to other countries, there is a poor participation rate of mature students in Irish
higher education. The government is actively encouraging greater participation (see
Hanafin, 2005 for example) and it is increasing. The proportion of mature entrants in
universities was 9% in 2004/2005 compared to 6.9% in 1988/1989 (Higher Education
Authority, 2006). In the Institutes of Technology4the figure is higher with an estimate of
30% of the full-time and part-time students aged over twenty-three years in 2003/2004
(Douglas, 2004). A concern with increasing the rate of mature student participation in
educationfor economic reasonsis evident in policy documents(for example Department of
Education and Science, 1998; 2003; Collins 2000; Skilbeck, 2001). Concomitantly an

3 The admission rate to higher education is the flow of new entrants to higher education expressedas a ratio
to the number of personsin the population of the single yearsof age from which more the 75 percent of the
new entrants come." (O'Connell et al., 2006 p.314)
4 The higher education system in Ireland traditionally consists of three sectors, the universities, the
technological sector (Institutes of Technology) and colleges of education. The Institutes of Technology have
beenreported to be viewed by the public as inferior to the universities (Gallagher and O'Toole, 1999; Share
and McElwee, 2005).
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increasingnumber of occupationsin Ireland havebecome qualification driven (Heraty et al.
2000).

The focus on educationfor economic reasonsis reported in the policies of other European
countries. Boshier (1998) proposes that lifelong learning has been transformed by the
European Union

as a way of enhancing economic effectiveness and reducing
unemployment, with a concomitant focus on individual responsibility in learning skills
necessaryfor improved economic advantage.In accord with Boshier's analysis, Griffin's
(1998) examination of the rhetoric in European policy documents emphasisesindividual
moral responsibility in participating in education. However Alheit and Merrill's (2001,
n.p.) analysis of educational biographies of students in Germany, the U. K. and Ireland
indicate different motivations for participating in higher education, with Irish students
being categorisedas `careerists' who "enter university for prestige or financial reasons"and
are "extrinsically motivated" viewing "academic studies as an instrument to reach a goal or
earn more money".
Despite the drive to increase mature student participation barriers still persist, for example
Collins (2000) notes rigidity in entry requirements, inadequate funding, course structure
and credit transfer, lack of accesscoursesand traditional teaching and assessmentmethods
as preventative. Studies of mature students who are participating indicate dissatisfaction
with teaching methods and student involvement and feelings of not belonging becauseof
their age(e.g. Lynch, 1997; Inglis and Murphy, 1999).
While participation in higher education is being actively encouraged by government
policies in Ireland the underlying intention appearsto be related to economic reasons, a
position taken up by Irish studentsas suggestedby Alheit and Merrill's (2001) research.As
a clear link exists between career and educational participation for the participants in this
study there is an expectation that this view of education will be prevalent among
participants. Hence one of the research questions focuses on the interaction between
professional identity and studentidentity.
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Social Care Work in Ireland
Origin and Statusof SocialCare Work
According to Gilligan (1991) the social care system in Ireland originated in the Poor Law
system while Ireland was under British administration. Until the middle of the 19thcentury
children considered to be neglected or abandonedwere put in workhouses with adults.
Boarding-out children began as a responseto concern about the impact of the workhouse
environment on children. This Gilligan (1991) sees as the precursor to fostering. Voluntary
care was also provided by religious institutions and charities for juvenile offenders. When
the English Reformatory Schools (Youthful Offenders) Act (1854) was extendedto Ireland
in 1858 some of these existing institutions were certified and thus funded and inspected.
These institutions provided for young offenders committed by the courts. Ten years later
Industrial Schools were established to cater for neglected, orphaned and abandoned
children. Industrial Schools were managedand run by religious orders due to the refusal of
local authorities to maintain them. In 1924 administration of the reformatory and industrial
school was placed with the Minister for Education (Reformatory and Industrial Schools
SystemsReport, 1970).

Gilligan (1991) and Smith (2003) argue that the childcare system in Ireland and England
was based on a traditional medical model in which the child's problems were seen as
stemming from either innate deflectsor a bad family environment, ignoring the role of
social structural factors. The emphasis was on "the diagnosis of moral failings" (Smith,
2003, p.237). These were viewed as being best treated by the removal of the child into a
better environment separatedfrom the negative influence of parents.Gilligan contends that
the child care system acted as a form of social control in that it "sanctioned failing parents
[... ] served as a warning to others [... ] and acted quite openly as a means of transmitting
new social and cultural values" to children living in deprived social conditions (1991,
p. 195).
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Hence,historically in Ireland, as in other countries,the recipientsof social care servicesare
low status membersof society. An associationbetween a public view of low status of an
occupation and low status clients has been made (Matheson, 2000). In contrast, in
mainland Europe where the status of social pedagogy is higher than that of social care and
youth work in other countries and professional status is well established,its origin is traced
by Davies-Jones (2000, n.p.) as being a responseto helping people deal with societal
change and consequentsocial problems, initially after the "rapid industrialisation in the
nineteenth century" and later after World War II, rather than dealing with perceived
individual failings.

While the origins of social care work are in residential child care in Ireland it has expanded
beyond this sectors,which results in further confusion for both membersof the profession
and the general public in understanding the nature and function of the work (Gibelman,
1999).

Other factors identified to contribute to poor understandingand the low statusof social care
work are the well-documented casesof abuse and the association with parenting. The
association with parenting, particularly mothering, consequent devaluing of skills, and
failure to appreciate the complexity of the work, as contributing to low status is
documented,particularly in residential care (Smith, 2005). Lane (2001, n.p. ) notes that until
the view that bringing up children changesfrom being "something which any amateur can
do, it will have low status, whether in academiccircles or in terms of recruitment and pay
for the workers".
The influential Reformatory and Industrial SchoolsSystemsReport (1970, p. 13) on the one
hand, cites Dinnage and Kellmer-Pringle (1967) in opposing the view that social care is the
sameas mothering, describing it as "an unrealistic and misleading over-simplification", but
yet recommends that residential units should be "run by houseparentsor, where this is not

5 Social care workers are employed in services for individuals with intellectual disabilities, autism, sensory
impairments, mental health services,youth work, drug prevention education in the community, day and
residential care for the older person and the homeless,although the majority work with children and youth in
community and secureresidential settings (Hallstedt and Högström, 2005).
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feasible,by a housemother",albeit a trained housemother.Furthermore the report advocates
that the primary duty of care lies with the housemotherwhile the "housefather should go
out to work in the usual way" (p. 16). Cancedda (2001, p.47) suggests a relationship
between possessionof qualifications and rejection of the belief that caring is based on
"maternal instinct" in childcare services. However a study involving representativesof
stakeholdersin the Irish social care system,reportsthat one of the participants, a social care
educator, attributed the skill base of social care as "being similar to that of a mother"
(Gallagher and O'Toole, 1999, p.77). Thus even within social care education there is a
dangerof devaluation of the work.
As well as the perception of social care work being affected by its historical origins and the
low status of the client group the public standing of social care work is reported to be
impacted on by reports of abusein care settings and associatingits skill basewith another
low status occupation, that of parenting. While Cancedda (2001) suggests that caring
professions will improve their status when workers possess recognised educational
qualifications, as will be discussed in the next section, this and the process of
professionalisationof social care is marred by inconsistencies.
Professionalisation of Social Care
The process of professionalisation is described as "a deliberate action on the part of
occupational members" (Matheson, 2000, p.64) due to discontent with the current position
of an occupation, and consequently a desire to improve it (Friedson, 1990). Research in
Irish social care, (e.g. Norton, 1999; Williams and Lalor, 2000) shows that social care
practitioners express discontent with status, public and inter-professional perception, pay
and conditions of work. Writers from the U.K. and North America (e.g. Milligan, 1998;
2003; Heron and Chakrabarti, 2002a; 2002b; Charles et al., 2005; Colton and Roberts,
2007) express similar views. The same level of dissatisfaction is not apparent in many
mainland Europeancountries,perhaps,as Ward (1999) notes, social care practitioners there
are recognised as a distinct profession, suggesting that public recognition of professional
statusenhancesprofessional identity.
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The professionalisation of an occupation involves the state, educational institutions and
representative bodies (Hallstedt and Högström, 2005). With social care in Ireland, as
Gallagher and O'Toole (1999, p. 83) note, the process of professionalisation has been
characterisedby "a lack of internal unity", differing levels of qualification, diversity in
practice settings and "exclusion from key policy making structures with the bureaucratic
professionalhierarchy of statewelfare services."
There is also disagreementwith regard to the instigation of the professionalisationprocess
for social care work, with Gallagher and O'Toole suggestingthat the developmentof the
first social care training course in Ireland in 1971 signalled the beginning, but Courtney
(2003) and Farrelly and O'Doherty (2005) tracing it to the foundation of the Social Services
Inspectorate (SSI)6 in 1999. With regard to professional training the Reformatory and
Industrial SchoolsSystemsReport (1970) emphasisedthe training of staff in the context of
professional competence.Three of the thirteen recommendationsof the Report refer to the
necessityof having staff "fully trained in the aspectsof Child Care" (p.6). The report also
suggests that the "provision of trained staff should take precedence over any other
recommendation" (p.14) and that "both the attitudes and professional competenceof those
responsible for children in care are important" (p.18). Recommendationsfor training to
improve the quality of care for clients and the position of workers have been made
continuously since 1970 (for example CARE, 1972; Task Force on Child Care Services,
1980; NCEA, 1992; Williams and Lalor, 2000). Since 2001 the salary scalesof new social
care practitioners in the areasof residential child care and intellectual disability are tied to
the possessionof qualifications (Hanafin, 2001). Although the Health and Social Care
Professionals Act was enacted in October 2005 registration boards for social care
practitioners, agreement about recognised educational qualifications and thus legal
recognition of their professional status is still awaited. This uncertainty can impact on the
professional identity of social care practitioners through public and inter-professional
perceptions. In particular, the lack of definite agreement about recognised qualifications
impacts on decisionsto engagewith coursesof education.
6 The Social Services Inspectoratewas setup to inspect and register residential services for children in need
of care and protection. In May 2007 the SSI was integrated into the Health Information and Quality Authority
and its range of duties broadened. Seehiqua. ie for more details.
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As mentioned above, in-service courses in social care practice are in existence in Ireland
since 1971 (Richardson, 1996). However, in 2003 about 45% of social care practitioners do
not hold the basic educational qualification (Clarke, 2003). Examination of the available
Annual Reports of the Social ServicesInspectorate(SSI), from 2001 until 2004 reveals that
there is not a consistent increase in qualified staff. Later SSI inspection reports of
individual units do not mention qualifications, though training to cope with the behaviour
of clients is referred to.
While the SSI4up to 2004, consistently refer to a DiplomaB. A7. in Social Care/Applied
Social Studies as the qualification for social care practitioners and make recommendations
to the health authorities regarding qualification of staff, Farrelly and O'Doherty (2005,
p. 82) report a "lack of uniformity of the qualifications required" in advertisements for
positions in social care, with some stating that "unspecified childcare qualifications are
merely desirable or something similarly ambiguous", reflecting inconsistencies in the
attitudes of the servicesproviders towards what is required.
The slow and uncertain process of professionalisation of social care with inconsistency
regarding the requirementand thus value of educational qualifications not only impacts on
engagementwith educationbut also the professional identity of the social care practitioner
as this is formed from the role of the social care practitioner within the context of the
available social structures (Stets and Burke, 2000). The cost of professionalisation,
particularly with regard to education, is another factor to be considered. In Ireland, while
there has been voiced concern regarding disruption to services by releasing staff for some
time (Gallagher and O'Toole, 1999) this has become a reality for more and more
practitioners. This has manifested itself in course design with reductions in time spent in
college, fewer employerscontributing towards college feesand paid study leave.

7 After the establishmentof the National Framework of Qualifications by the National Qualifications
Authority of Ireland the award of Diploma become the award of B. A (Ordinary Level). In terms of
knowledge, competence,know-how and skill the award of Diploma and B.A. (Ordinary Level) are the same,
both being Level 7 on the 10 stageframework. A B. A. (Hoes) is at Level 8 (Seewww. nqai. ie)
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The Institutional Context
At the time this study was conducted social care education was provided in twelve
Institutes of Technology across Ireland. Some institutes also run courses on a part-time
basis for existing practitioners. The location for this study was in one of these institutes,
located in Dublin, which hasprovided both full-time and part-time social care educationfor
over twenty years.Due to the age and size of the establishmentschools and departmentsare
spreadthroughout a number of buildings in the city centre. Thus, becausethere is no central
campusstudentsdo not get an opportunity to interact with studentsfrom other departments
and schools. In addition the participants in this study attend classesin college for one day a
week which again limited their time to interact with other students and staff, affecting the
studentidentity formed.

Also increasing pressurefrom the EasternRegional Health Authority& to provide training
with the minimum of disruption to agenciesled to redesigning the course, in particular
changing the presentation format from attendanceat college for two days a week to one day
a week. The participants in this study are drawn from the first cohort of students to
experiencethe single day format.

Aims of the Research and Development of Research Questions
I initially set out to explore the construction of identity and sourcesof support in a group of
adult studentsundertaking a degree courseto obtain the basic qualification, a B. A. (Ord.) in
Social Care Practice, required for their occupation as social care practitioners. However
exploration and identification of a theoretical framework for the concept of identity made it
clear that this required refining. The choice of structural symbolic interactionism as a
theoretical model for identity, in which the self is conceptualised as an assortment of
identities each"associated with particular interactional settingsor roles" (Burke and Tully,
1977, p.883) necessitated treating identity as a multifaceted concept. The theoretical
framework will be discussedin more detail in the next section. This led to the decision to

a The EasternRegional Health Authority overseesand reports to the Health Service Executive See
McWilliams (2004) `Social Care Education and Training Project'. Presentationto the 4th Annual IASCE
Conference, Athlone, October 2004. Available at: http: //staffweb. itsligo. ie/staff/pshare/IASCE/worbased.ppt
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focus on the two social identities, that of student and social care practitioner, although the
interaction with other social identities is not overlooked.

Thus the researchquestionsbecame:
"

How do participants interpret the role of student through the courseof their degree
and what featuresare important in their studentidentity?

"

How do participants interpret the role of the social care practitioner and what
featuresare important in their professional identity?
How do participants interpret the notion of support and how doessupport impact on

"

their student and professional identities?
"

How do thesesocial identities interact in the context of studying for a professional
qualification?

These questionswere further refined as the study progressed,in particular support became
subsumed with structural factors affecting the development and change in student and
professional identities, fitting more coherently with the theoretical framework, which
explicitly links social structures to the construction of identities (Howard, 2000). Both the
aim and researchquestions therefore changedthroughout the process of conducting study
with the aim now being:
To explore the interpretation of the roles of student and social care practitioner
as well as the development and change in the social identities of student and
professional in a group (n=15) of adult studentsundertaking a degree course to
obtain a qualification required for their occupation as social care workers.
The researchquestionsthat guided the analysisof data were:
"

How is the role of the studentinterpreted and what structural factors impact on it?

"

How is the role of the social care practitioner interpreted?

"

How do student identity and social care practitioner identity interact when studying
for a professional qualification?
17

M7196791

Learning for Work: Social Identities and Professional Education

Fiona McSweeney

The next section will outline the origin of and different schools with symbolic
interactionism and describe the common elements between these schools as a precursor to
the discussion and defence of the structural symbolic interactionist model, the theoretical
framework for identity used in my study, in the next chapter.

Symbolic Interactionism
Stryker and Vyran (2003) identify the philosophy of pragmatism as being a direct influence
on symbolic interactionism. Pragmatists view humans as active and creative beings who
have a consciousrole in their own destinies (Meltzer et at, 1975). Maines (2000), in turn,
suggeststhat the sourcesof pragmatism exist in a neo-Hegelian view that rejected dualistic
separationbetween mind and body, individual and social. Meltzer et al. (1975, p.2) seethis
inseparability of individual and society as being basic to symbolic interactionism and it "is
defined in terms of a mutually interdependent relationship, not a one-sided deterministic
one". Moreover society and social life are viewed as dynamic rather than static processes,
being created and recreated as people interact (Stryker and Vyran, 2003). The use of
language is significant as it is the vehicle through which mind, self and society are formed
(Reynolds, 2003).

According to Blumer (1969, p.1) symbolic interactionism refers to a "relatively distinctive
approachto the study of human group life and human conduct". However there is variation
in the extent to which schools or varieties of symbolic interactionism are seen as similar.
Blumer (1969) proposes that although theorists within the perspective have significant
differences in their thought and proposition there is also similarity. On the other hand,
Fisher and Strauss(1978) suggest there are two different traditions of interactionism with
different intellectual underpinnings. One is rooted in the work of Thomas and Park and the
other developed by Blumer from the work of George Herbert Mead. Many symbolic
interactionists do not distinguish between these traditions due to being exposed to a more
generalised interactionist viewpoint (Fisher and Strauss, 1978). Meltzer et al. (1975), in
their identification of four varieties of symbolic interactionism, (Chicago School, Iowa
School, dramaturgical and ethnomethodology), point out a methodological division,
18
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particularly between the first two, Atkinson and Housely (2003) note that accounts of the
Chicago school emphasisethe use of qualitative techniques while understating the role of
quantitative methods also used. Stryker (2007, p. 1083-1084) distinguishes between
`traditional' symbolic interactionism and structural symbolic interactionism according to
the extent to which the latter focuses on social structural settings "within which persons'
selvesdevelop and social interaction takes place" and the "linking of social interaction to
roles and to identities". However a common origin is suggested,in the work of James,
Cooley, Mead and Thomas as well as Blumer and Kuhn (Burke and Stets, 2009).
Throughout the rest of this section the main concepts of symbolic interactionism are
discussed.

Objects, Symbols and Meanings
A significant aspectof symbolic interactionism according to Blumer (1969) is the concept
of objects. Snow (2001, p. 10) suggeststhat objects can only be understoodin the contexts
in which they are embedded."An object is anything that can be indicated, anything that is
pointed or referred to". While the world consists of objects the nature of an object is the
meaningit hasfor the person it is an object for. Thus an object can have different meanings
for different people and it is through interaction that one learns the meaning that objects
have for others. The process of mutual indications allows the emergence of common
objects "that have the same meaning for a given set of people and are seen in the same
mannerby them" (Blumer, 1969, p. 11).

Objects therefore are symbols, as are gestures.The latter Mead (1925, p.270) defines as
"that part of the act or attitude of one individual engagedin a social act which serves as the
stimulus to the other individual to carry out his part of the whole act". Thus the person who
presentsthe gesture, whether verbal or through body language, offers it as a sign of what
s/he "is planning to do as well as what he wants the respondent to do or understand"
(Blumer, 1969, p.9). For communication and interaction to be effective the gesture must
have common meaning for those involved. Burke and Stets (2009) point out that the
meaning of symbols is socially defined. They are relative to social groups so therefore
meaningsmay not be understoodby other groups. In the college environment difficulties
19
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have been reported by mature students regarding communication in lectures and feedback
on assignments,suggestingdifficulties for students and staff in taking the perspective of the
other, or role taking, which will be discussedbelow.
As can be seen meaning is central in the symbolic interactionist perspective. Rather than
meaning "existing within an individual's psychic make up" it arises from people's
interpretationsin social interaction with others (Blumer, 1969, p.2).
Social Interaction
Social interaction therefore permits the emergenceof sharing of meaning. In addition
interaction is viewed as forming human behaviour and self, as in Cooley's concept of the
`looking glassself' 1918 cited in Meltzer et at, 1975). In the processof interaction people
must account for the actions or potential actions of others and direct their own conduct in
accordance."[... ] the activities of others enter as positive factors in the formation of their
own conduct; in the face of the actions of others one may abandonan intention or purpose,
revise it, check it or suspendit, intensify it or replace it" (Blumer, 1969, p.8). Cooley (1918
cited in Meltzer et at, 1975) proposed that through the study of interaction we can
understandthe interdependenceof individuals and society. Cooley also developed Mead
and Dewey's notions of individual behaviour in society by introducing the concept of
groups and how theseaffected the motivations of individual behaviours (ibid). Thus human
society is made up of people engaging in action, whether individually, collectively, or as
group representatives(Blumer, 1969). In the same way social structure and culture are
located in action and interaction. Blumer (1969) proposes social structure "refers to
relationships derived from how people act towards each other" (p.7) and "culture is derived
from what people do" (p.6). In structural symbolic interactionism and its offshoot, identity
theory, social structure is also viewed as being createdby the actionsof people "though it is
recognisedthat these actions are produced in the context of the social structure they create
and are influenced by this context" (Burke and Stets, 2009, pp.3-4). In identity theory the
conceptof identity links the individual and society.
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Cooley (1909 cited in Meltzer et al, 1975) also saw society as consisting of complex
processesof reciprocal activity but, in addition, suggestedthat the social organisation of
society exists in the minds of the individuals making up the social unit. "In actuality there is
no `mind of society' but many different minds that exist through a sharing of expectations
and behaviour [... ]" (Cooley, 1909, p.4 cited in Meltzer et at, 1975, p.9). Thus meaning,
originating in and expressed in action and interaction, is viewed as central in the
developmentof self, society and culture. Language, as it is crucial to interaction, plays an
essentialrole (Howard, 2000).

Language
"A system of significant symbols forms a language, and through the use of languageone
comes by, or acquires, the definitions or meaning of other parties in society" (Reynolds,
1993, p.58). It is also through languagethat one acquires a senseof self and incorporates
into oneself social elements from one's social settings (Reynolds, 2003). Language permits
reflexivity and viewing oneself as an object (Stryker, 1980).
Reflexivity and the Human Mind
In the symbolic interactionist perspective people are viewed as self-reflective beings. This
originated in the work of Mead (1925) with his proposal of self-consciousnessin humans,
madepossible by the structureof the central nervous system. Possessingself-consciousness
permits the person to seehimself as an object but this emergesthrough social interaction
with others, suggestingthe self is inherently social.
It is just becausethe individual finds himself taking the attitudes of the
others who are involved in his conduct that he becomes an object for
himself It is only by taking the roles of others that we have been able to
come back to ourselves.
(Mead, 1925, p.268)
"Persons' reflexivity, their responsesto themselves, link larger social processes to the
interaction in which they engage" (Stryker and Vyran, 2003, p.5). When assigneda role
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within a social structure, through reflection on prior experience in similar roles and
reactions of others individuals interpret the meaning of that role (Burke and Tully, 1977:
Stetsand Burke, 2000).
Role Taking and Role Making
As mentioned previously the process of role taking, that is understandingthe intentions
from the viewpoint of the others in the interaction, is seenas necessaryfor communication
to be effective (Blumer, 1969). It is also through role taking that humans develop a senseof
self. Role taking allows one to anticipate and monitor the potential consequencesof one's
action thus permitting changing or redirecting behaviour. "Prior experience with those
others, knowledge of the social categories in which they are located, and symbolic cues
emerging in interaction provide tentative definitions and expectations that are validated
and/or reshapedin interaction" (Stryker and Vyran, 2003, p.7). When roles are inconsistent
or intangible but interaction must occur the processof role-making happens,in which roles
are created or modified in responsesto roles enactedby others. The more complex and
differentiated the society is the less likely it is that there are shared meanings or
contradictory meanings held by parties in interaction, which results in inaccurate roletaking and role-making thus complicating social interaction (ibid).

Agency
Snow (2001) proposesthat human agency is one of the underpinning principles of symbolic
interactionism. People have choice in their actions taking into account structural and social
constraints. As Stryker and Vyran, (2003, p.6) put it constraints are "variably effective in
closing off or in enabling particular lines of action" sometimes "precluding action" and
other times "being of minimal import". Self-reflection allows agency with behaviour seen
as not being simply causedby either internal or social factors "but what lies in between, a
reflective and socially derived interpretation of the internal and external stimuli that are
present" (Melier et al., 1975, p.2). Therefore a student's behaviour in the college
environment is not just the product of their own internal needs and drives or the external
expectationsof the environment but the result of their interpretation of both. As mentioned
above people actively interpret and negotiate the meanings of roles within the social
22
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structure thus exercising agency. In addition the possibility of social change affords agency
(Snow, 2001).

Multiple Identities
William James is consideredto have instigated the view of the self as being multi-faceted
(Stryker, 1980). James's (1890, cited in Meltzer et al., 1975) conception of a social self
focusesattention on the interaction between individuals and their social groups.The idea of
peoplehaving multiple identities is emphasisedwithin structural symbolic interactionism:
Peoplepossessmultiple identities becausethey occupy multiple roles, are
members of

multiple

groups and claim

multiple

personality

characteristics,yet the meaning of these identities are sharedby members
of society.
(Burke and Stets,2009, p.3)
To summarise,despite some variation within the symbolic interactionist perspective with
regard to methodology and the emphasis on social structure there are many common
features. The symbolic interactionist perspective views people as active, conscious and
reflexive beings in dialectical relationship with a dynamic society. Communication occurs
symbolically through objects, gestures and language. Common meaning is generated
through interaction. Interaction with others forms the self, behaviour, social structure and
cultures. Reflexivity enables the person to know him/herself and links social processesto
people's interactive behaviour. Also through the capacity to reflect on the self people are
afforded agency, as they interpret and negotiate the meaning of roles within the social
structure.The multiplicity of roles results in multiple identities associatedwith theseroles.
Symbolic interactionism was chosen to inform the theoretical framework because of the
assumption that people have multiple changing identities. However structural symbolic
interactionism is more appropriate to the aim of the researchand the research questions
because both macro- and micro-structural factors impact on the available role
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interpretationsand identity construction of student and social care practitioner. This will be
discussedin detail in the next chapter.

Overview of Thesis
In Chapter 2, Theoretical Framework of Identity, the concept of identity is examined with a
discussion and defence of the theoretical framework of structural symbolic interactionism
for investigating how individuals interpret the roles of student and social care practitioner
and form identities from these role interpretations.
Chapter 3, Student Role, Identity and the Impact of Structural Factors gives a review of
literature pertaining to the interpretation of the role of the adult student, including learning
theories and examines some of the structural factors that have been reported to impact on
the formation of student identity.
In Chapter 4, Professional Identity and Professional Education in Social Care, the concept
of professional identity is discussed. Also explored in this chapter is the impact of
professional learning particularly with regard to social care work and factors encouraging
and inhibiting integration of student and social care worker identities through the transfer of
learning acrosscontexts highlighted.

The qualitative methodology that guided the collection and analysisof data is discussedin
Chapter 5. The researchprocess is also described.
Chapter 6 contains a discussion of the main findings of the study in relation to existing
literature. Commonalities and differences in participants' interpretations of the role of
social care practitioner are presented in relation to counter-roles and structural factors.
Participants' identities as students and social care practitioners are described, as is the
interaction between these identities in relation to the effect of education on their
professional status and work practices as well as the interaction between social care
practitioner identity and studentidentity.
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In Chapter 7 the main findings of the study are concluded in relation to their implications
for social care and educational practice. Changesmade to my own teaching practice based
on the findings of my study are outlined.
Conclusion
This introductory chapterbeganby explaining the rationale for the research,followed by an
outline of educationalpolicies and consequentviews of third level education in Ireland. An
overview of the historical origins of social care work and the ongoing process of
professionalisation was then given. Following this the aims of the research and the
development of the guiding research questions was explained. Next the theoretical
framework of symbolic interactionism was summarised and the main concepts of the
perspective discussed.The chapter concluded with an overview of the content of each
chapterof the thesis.
The next chapter will examine the concept of identity with a discussion and defence of the
theoretical framework of structural symbolic interactionism for investigating how
individuals interpret the roles of student and social care practitioner and form identities
from theserole interpretations.
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Chapter 2
Theoretical Framework of Identity
Overview of Chapter
In this chapter modernist and post-modernist views of identity are discussed relative to
symbolic interactionist views, in particular the structural symbolic interactionist view. The
structural symbolic interactionist framework is then compared to other views of identity
and thus defended.It is arguedthat the structural symbolic interactionist view of identity is
most appropriate for addressingthe aims and researchquestions. This theory of identity
allows for variation in interpretations and levels of identification with the roles of student
and social care practitioner, thus avoiding a `species' approach (James, 1995). It also
provides a coherent framework in which the relationship between the two social identities
that are the focus of my study can be explored, as well as permitting examination of the
impact of other social identities and personal identity. The structural symbolic interactionist
view of identity locates role interpretation and identity formation within the social
structuresin which individuals live and behave,thus providing a structurein which both the
micro-structures of the educational institution and macro-structuressuch as societal views
of education and professionalisation in social care canbe examined.

Theorising about Identity - Modernist and Post-modernist Views
Breakwell (1986) suggeststhat, while the term identity is used as if it were unproblematic,
it is quite the opposite. The meaning given to the term varies according to the theoretical
and methodological framework in which it is used.In addition, the term identity and other
terms such as self-concept,personality and characterare often difficult to distinguish.
Langbaum (1977, cited in Gleason, 1983, p.911) asserted"that identity did not take on
psychological connotations until the empiricist philosophers called into question what he
calls `the unity of the self."' He arguesthat the term identity was usedby Locke and Hume
to question the unity of the self.
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The unity of the self was not a problem so long as the traditional
Christian conception of the soul held sway, but it became a problem
when Locke declaredthat a man's `identity [...] consists in nothing but a
participation of the same continued Life, by constantly fleeting Particles
of Matter, in successionvitally united to the sameorganisedBody'
(Langbaum, 1977, cited in Gleason,1983, p. 911)
While Freud introduced the term identification

to describe the process by which an infant

integrates objects in the external world with him/herself (Gleason, 1983) the beginning of
theorising about identity is credited to Erik Erikson. Schwartz (2001; 2002) and Bendle
(2002) locate the origin of the development of the multitude of psychological theories about
identity to Erikson's 1950 work, Childhood and Society. Indeed Vyran et al. (2003, p. 367)
suggest that Erikson's work "inspired interactionist to take up the concept of identity".

Erikson sees identity formation as being largely located within the adolescent period of
development. Identifications developed from childhood experiences are questioned and
reorganised,as well as integratedwith developing sexual feelings and available social roles
and synthesisedinto a coherent identity. Hence central to Erikson's notion of identity are
coherenceand continuity where healthy functioning requires synthesisto predominateover
confusion (Erikson, 1950,1968). As discussed throughout this section the notions of
continuity and coherence are central in views of identity that propose multiple identities,
particularly how continuity and coherenceare achieved.
In Erikson's theory, identity development occurs in, and is affected by, the individual's
socio-historical circumstancesas the "number of socially meaningful models for workable
combinations of identification fragments" is limited by society (Erikson, 1968, p.53), a
viewpoint similar to that of structural symbolic interactionists. However the individual is
conceived of as a separatebounded entity with an individual identity. Additionally the
normative expectation is that identity is formed largely during adolescence,a point that
Arnett (2000) disagreeswith, arguing that during early adulthood there is a "wider scopeof
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possible activities [... ] less likely to be constrained by role requirements" (p.471). Burr
(1995) and Cote (1996) suggest that Erikson's model is typical of modernism where
identity is `achieved' on one's own and limited by social structures, as opposed to the
"plurality of choices" affecting identity formation in late modem times9 (Giddens, 2000,
p.256). The rational, bounded, self-directed model of the person assuming that healthy
functioning in adulthood is best achievedwith an integrated and consistent identity implicit
in modernist views is argued to be no longer viable, as people are now living in multiple
realities, each with their own expectations and demands (Gergen, 2000). Chappell et al.
(2003, p. 13) argue that "universal social and normative frames of reference" for identity
have been eroded by "increasing social and cultural mobility" as well as "increasing
pluralisation of society". In the symbolic interactionist perspective, as discussedin Chapter
1, society is seenas being dynamically createdand recreatedthrough interaction so both the
availability of roles from which to form identities and the expectations of these roles
changes. In addition the process of role making, as discussed in Chapter 1, allows for
negotiation and change in the meaning of roles and thus identities. However since
verification of identity performances by those with whom we interact is related to our
psychological well-being there is an element of conformity to expected role behaviours
(Cooley, 1902, cited in Thoits, 2003).
While post-modem theorists, as mentioned in the previous paragraph, emphasise the
multiplicity of, and fleeting nature of identities, they still seek to explain continuity and
coherencebetween multiple identities, as do symbolic interactionists. For example, Gergen
proposes that in late modem culture identity is defined by the individual through
relationships with others and so is continuously changing "as we move through a sea of
changing relationships" (in Sanoff, 1991, n.p.). Therefore the notion of a stable or true self
is rejected. Instead we construct different selves in different social encounters, which are
not necessarily consistent with each other (Burr, 1995). Hence the need for personal
coherenceor consistency is rejected, but yet writers still appeal to the notion of stability.
Wetherell and Maybin (1996, p.227), for example, suggest that an impression of stability
9 Modernist and late or post-modernist views of identity have not emerged in a coherent timeline but as with
many psychological theories have co-existed together as alternative theoretical frameworks across time.
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must be given so that individuals can be "recognised as behaving in meaningful ways", in
the same way that symbolic interactionists in discussing personal identity proffer that "we
expect stable enactmentsof personal identity from ourselves and others" (Vyran et al,.
2003, p.382). Burr (1995) suggeststhat memory allows us to have a senseof a single,
unified self by constructing a narrative that gives the impression of continuity and
consistency. Gergen (2001) also proposes that identity at any time is the result of a life
story or self-narrative. Narratives must be coherent, fit with cultural conventions and with
other behaviours to be valid. Chappell et al. (2003, pp.46-47) see narrative identity
formation as involving the interdependent processesof, firstly, "reflexive identification"
(that a person sees her/himself as continuous over time) and, secondly, "relational
identification" (that a person seesher/himself as similar or counter to others).
These views are not dissimilar to the structural symbolic interactionist position on personal
and social identities. Personal identity, as outlined above, refers to the more enduring
aspectsof the self, which we use to define ourselves, and as discussedin Chapter 1, the
reflexive capacity of the human being is central in symbolic interactionism. Social
identities are formed through identification with social groups where the individual
internalises behaviour associatedwith such groups and counterto other groups in the social
structure. Vyran et al. (2003) suggestthat personal identities are constructedand presented
to others through personal stories or narratives in which we choose to include and exclude
aspectsof personal history. In addition they are "influenced by structured featuresof social
reality" locating "individuals within various socially structured sets of relations" (ibid, p.
379).

Gergen (2001, p. 249) defines a self-narrative as being a "linguistic implement embedded
with conversationalsequenceof action and employed in relationships in such a way as to
sustain,enhance,or impede various forms of action." In the sameway the cognitive schema
proposedby Stryker and Burker (2000) is a way of organising and relating identities impact
on the behaviour of individuals in interactions and lead to certain actions.
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In other words to be valid a narrative dependson verification by others (Gergen, 2001). As
discussedbelow, verification by others could be achieved through conformity, not only to
our personal life stories but also to the "norms attached to the role [social] identities we
hold", which in effect acts"to reproduce and sustainthe social order" (Thoits, 2003, p. 179).
Thus in effect, the narrative view on identity formation is essentially similar to the
structural symbolic interactionist view in that while meaning of roles and identities can be
negotiated they arestill limited by the existing social structuresand other identities.

Overview of Structural

Symbolic Interactionist

View of Identity

As outlined in Chapter 1, symbolic interactionism has its roots in the philosophy of
pragmatism, with its belief that humans are active and creative and have a consciouspart in
their own destinies (Meltzer et al., 1975). Breakwell (1986) traces the origin of the
symbolic interactionist view of identity to Hegel's (1807) assertion that the individual
acquires a mind of his/her own through practical activity and observation of the changes
made to objects in the external world. Through interaction with other people in the social
world the individual recogniseshis/her psychological qualities and thus realisesthat "other
people must see himself or herself as possessingthese qualities too" (Breakwell, 1986, p.
28). Foote (1951) however is credited with being the first interactionist to theorise about the
concept of identity (Vyran et al., 2003). Foote (1951) argued that identity theories such as
those of Erikson and traditional interactionist theory of the time lacked the ability to explain
motivation in behaviour. In line with interactionist views he stressedthe importance of
language,defining others and assumingand negotiating roles.
Identities are viewed as symbols, the meaningsof which are negotiated through interaction.
Identities are developed from the roles we occupy in society and are formed when one is
"cast in the shape of a social object by the acknowledgement of [... ] participation or
membership in social relations" (Stone, 1962, p.93). For example when one enrols in a
college course one is put in the social role of student and is identified by those with whom
one interactions with in that social context as a student. This role leads to particular
expectationof behaviour from other actors in that social context. However, as discussedin
Chapter 1, when the meaning of the role is not clear the process of role making occurs,
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which can complicate social interaction. In addition to being symbols, in structural
symbolic interactionism, identities are seen as cognitive schemas "internally stored
information and meanings serving as frameworks for interpreting experiences". Thus
identities, while socially constructed,are internalised to form mental structures,which play
a role in defining situations in turn increasing "receptivity to certain cues for behaviour"
(Stryker and Burke, 2000, p. 286).
The concept of identity is distinguished from that of self by emphasising the social and
multi-faceted nature of the former with the latter being conceptualised as a superordinate
concept consisting of an assortment of identities each "associated with particular
interactional settings or roles" (Burke and Tully, 1977, p. 883). The structural symbolic
interactionist view of identity differs from that of traditional symbolic interactionism by
placing greater emphasis on both social and cognitive structures and their impact on
interaction. "[... ] behaviour [is viewed] not as emergent and nondeterministic [...] but as
determinedby antecedentvariables to do with aspectsof the self as well as with historical,
developmental and social conditions" (Gecasand Burke, 1995. p. 43). As stated above, the
concept of self is seento be comprised of an assortmentof identities, some more pervasive
than others. Vyran et al. (2003) explain through distinguishing between different levels of
identities. Gecas and Burke (1995) point out that all identities were initially situation
specific continued interaction in situations which invoke particular identities leads to some
identities being more pervasive than others.
Social structuresimpact on identities through evaluation in social interaction. Thoits (2003,
p. 179) refers to the work of Cooley (1902) suggestingthat because "we not only know
ourselves through the eyes of others, but evaluate our worth, goodness,and competence
through others' eyes as well, we are motivated to gain the rewarding approval of other
people by anticipating and meeting their expectations". Thus, while we can adapt and
changebehaviourswithin roles we can also conform to expectedrole behaviour.
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Levels of Identity
Situational identity is seen as the way we construct and position ourselves and others in
specific situations. We announcethese identities to others and others consign them to us
within a social interaction (Stone, 1962) and our behaviour in a situation "is oriented in part
to our ongoing managementof our own and others' situational identities (Goffman 1959)"
(Vyran et al., 2003, p.368). While situational identities are impacted on by socio-cultural
role availability and norms renegotiation is possible. As Coffman (1959) puts it we
constantly engage "in a process of identity presentation and confirmation, acting
collectively to ensure that our own and others' situational identity claims are validated and
managed"(cited in Vyran et al., 2003 p.379). Situational identities however are framed by
structural factors yet are consideredthe least stable aspect of identity particularly as we
"navigate ever-evolving situations" and "challenge as well as reproduce social
conventions" (Vyran et al., 2003, p.382). Thus we express agency within the constraintsof
the social structure.
Social identities are formed from identification with social roles (Stets and Burke, 2000)
within reference groups based on factors such as gender, occupation and other group
affiliations (Vyran et al., 2003). Thus we have many social identities, which are displayed
in situational identity performances.Structural symbolic interactionists, such as Stryker and
Burke (Stryker, 1968; Stryker and Burke, 2000), propose that these multiple social
identities are organised in a hierarchy of salience affected by the extent and intensity of
commitment to a given identity. This will be discussedlater in the chapter.Available social
identities are limited by social structures, "making some social identities and role-related
behaviours less accessibleor even unavailable to
certain classesof people" (Vyran et al.,
2003, p.380).
The most enduring of the three levels of identity is
personal identity, as it impacts on all
other identities. Personal identity includes features such as appearance, name, kin
relationships and personal history (Goffman 1963 in Vyran et al., 2003). Stets and Burke
(2000, p.229) suggestthat personal identity is the
set of meanings that "sustain the self as
an individual". These meanings include abilities, beliefs, feelings, goals and attributes
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which operate acrossdifferent situations and roles. Such self-beliefs have been found to be
more likely to influence behaviour when individuals perceive themselves to behave
consistently with regardto them (Bem and Allen, 1974).

Formation of Identities
As mentioned above identities are formed from the roles people occupy in the social
structure.However a distinction is made between the roles occupied and identification with
the roles, as people do not necessarily identify with the roles they enact (Vyran et al.,
2003). To form an identity from a social role the individual must internalise the meanings
he or she associateswith that role (Burke and Franzoi, 1988). As discussedin Chapter 1,
individuals do not passively behavein line with role expectations,but actively negotiate the
meaning of roles. Pre-existing social identities and aspectsof personal identity impact on
the interpretation of roles. Schlenker (1980) argues that when expected and even actual
behaviour contradicts aspectsof personal identity individuals will not internalise their selfpresentations,instead accounting for their behaviour in other ways. The individual is seen
as being able to influence societally defined meaningsof role through making changesto
social arrangementsto achieveconsistency between their interpretation of the role and preexisting identities (Burke and Stets, 1999; Stets and Burke, 2000).
As roles exist within a social structure it is proposed that roles can only be understoodin
relation to the counter-roles in that social structure (Burke and Tully, 1977). For example
research on mature students indicates that the role of mature student is often defined in
opposition to younger students(e.g. Avis, 1997; Warmington, 2002).
Situation
A main tenet of symbolic interactionism is "that behaviour can only be understoodwithin a
particular situational context" (Burke and Franzoi, 1988, p. 559). They propose that the
situation is influenced by, firstly "the location or place defined by social conventions"
which "signals the appropriate identity" and "facilitates proper role construction or
performance" (p.561). Secondly arethe expectationsand relationships in the situation.
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How the individual behaves in the situation, as well as the expectationsthey have, is also
affected by the identities they already possess,in that he or she selectsfrom their repertoire
of possible active and latent identities to guide their behaviour. Stryker and Serpe's (1982)
work demonstrates how existing student identities initially guide the expression of
behaviour in a new learning environment and when the social structure and interactions of
the new environment do not validate these old identities these are adjusted and changed.
Thus individual agency and social structuresinteract to create and recreateidentities.
Social meanings structure situations and social interactions, so the broader socio-political
context impacts on the role expectationsof the professional and the student. "[... ] we need
to understand them [identities] as produced in specific historical and institutional sites
within specific discursive formations and practices" (Hall, 1996:2000, p. 17). In my study
significant macro factors are the representationsand discourses surrounding education in
Ireland as well as the view of social care work and the process of professionalisation as
discussedin Chapter 1.

Motivation
Foote (1951, p. 14) explains how motivation relates to role behaviour and the formation of
identities from roles. He suggests that motivation accounts for why an individual is
apathetic "in the performance of conventional roles, when these are on the verge of
abandonmentor are acceptedonly under duress" as well clarifying why a person engagesin
role making.
Identities are a source of motivation in that the individual is motivated to behave in ways
that are consistent with the identity (Burke and Franzoi, 1988) or seek out opportunities to
enact a role associated with a particular identity (Nuttbrock and Freudiger, 1991).
Motivation relatesto the saliencethe identity holds for the individual and the extent of their
commitment to that identity (Stets and Burke, 2000).
Identity salience is defined by Hoelter (1986, p. 141) as "the relative importance or
centrality of a given identity (and thus role) for defining oneself'. An individual has many
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identities that are organised into a hierarchy of salience. The identities at the top of the
hierarchy are the least situation specific and have greater influence over an individual's
behaviour (Burke and Tully, 1977). Stryker (1968) proposes that a highly salient identity
will be enactedindependentof situational cues or the individual will seek out opportunities
to enact highly salient identities (Serpe and Stryker, 1987). The activation of the identity
then acts upon and changesthe situation. In the processit producesself-verification, which
is the need for individuals to achieve consistencybetween their view of their identity and
others views of it (Riley and Burke, 1995).When an identity is not verified doubt about the
identity occurs which affects behaviour in that "action is paralysed" (Foote, 1951, p. 18) so
the identity needsto be adapted,as stated above. The position of identities on the salience
hierarchy can change when individuals experience changes in their lives (Stryker and
Burke, 2000).

Self-verification impacts on self-esteemand self-efficacy. When an identity is important for
an individual and he or shereceives positive feedback for their role performancerelated to
that identity self-esteem increases(Hoetler, 1986). Performing well in the role increases
self-efficacy, in that the individual develops an increased mastery over their environment
(Gecas and Schwalbe, 1983). It has also been found that positive evaluations of one's
performance in a role related to a particular identity increasesthe salience of that identity
(Hoelter, 1983). In a study on motherhoodNuttbrock and Freudiger (1991) found that the
salienceof an identity was related to role gratification (intrinsic satisfaction associatedwith
the role); the tendency to give time and energy to a role (personal sacrifice) and the
tendency to acceptthe responsibilities of the role without assistance(burden acceptance).
The salienceof an identity is proposedto be related to the commitment an individual has to
that identity. Commitment to an identity is "defined as the extent to which social
relationships dependon being a certain type of person, or alternatively, as the social costs
(in terms of relationships) entailed in losing a particular identity" (ibid, p. 148).
Identities are also proposed to have an affective component, identity prominence, defined
as "the extent to which identities are associatedwith `strength of feeling"' (ibid, p.147). By
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enacting identities the individual satisfies their needs and desires. "[... ] the degree of
identity prominence is revealed by emotional responsesto evaluation in conjunction with
role performances"(ibid, p. 147). Identity prominence affects the tendency of the individual
to acceptthe responsibilities of the role. Thus an individual who receivespositive feedback
for their performancein the student role is proposed to increasetheir self-esteemand selfefficacy. This in turn increasestheir commitment to the role and salienceof the identity.
The structural symbolic interactionist view of identity has many features in common with
the traditional symbolic interactionist view in that both emphasise the importance of
interaction and language in identity formation. However the structural position gives
greater import to social structures and pre-existing identities in defining and constraining
possible role performances and thus identities and thus is more appropriate to addressthe
researchquestionsin my study. Identity is multiple and is proposedto have various levels.
It is initially situational. The next level is that of social identities, formed when expectations
attachedto social roles are internalised. The most enduring and pervasive level is personal
identity, consisting of factors that we use, across situations and roles to define ourselves.
Identities are related to each other in a cognitive schema, organised in a hierarchy of
salience.The more salient an identity the more impact it has on an individual's behaviour
and the individual make seek out opportunities to enactsalient identities. The salienceof an
identity is affected by validation of that identity by others in interaction, which in turn
increasesself-efficacy, willingness to accept the burdens attached to the role, as well as
commitment to and prominence of the identity.

Conclusion
This chapter has argued that modernist theoretical concepts of identity appear to be no
longer viable in today's society, due to uncertainty and plurality of choice. Post-modernists
views have been consideredproblematic becauseof their questioning of stability of the self
(Bendle 2002). However, as discussed above, post-modernist views propose that people
need to provide a senseof continuity and coherenceof self and do so through life-stories or
self-narratives.While the influence of social structures is downplayed the need for the self
as presentedto others through narrative to fit with cultural conventions, can be considered
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to account for how social structures limit how one presents the self Thus while, as
discussedabove, there are similarities between views that propose multiple identities, the
structural symbolic interactionist model provides a more coherent framework in which to
examine the relationship between social role, identities and behaviour, changeand stability
in identity, as well as examination of micro- and macro- social contexts on identity
formation and change. Merrill (1999, p.22), in her study of mature female students in
higher educationin the U.K., argues for a theoretical perspectivethat combines "micro and
macro or action and structure" to understandthe processesby which students understand
and shapetheir experiences.

The next chapter will focus on literature on adult learners and learning in higher education
as it relates to the research question `how is the role of the student interpreted? ' Factors in
college environments found to impact on the role and identity of adult students as well as
prior experiences of learning will be discussed using Engeström's activity theory as a
framework.
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Chapter 3
StudentRole, Identity and the Impact of
Structural Factors
Overview of Chapter
As discussedin the preceding two chapters,symbolic interactionism proposesa dialectical
relationship between the person and their social surroundings. Thus the available
interpretationsof the role of the student and the student identity formed, are located within
both macro- and micro-social structures. In this chapter literature on adult students in
further and higher education is reviewed in relation to how aspectsof these social contexts
impact on the interpretation of the role of student and the student identity formed. Thus the
focus is on literature relating to the first researchquestion: How is the role of the student
interpreted and what structural factors impact on it?
Firstly the factors in the macro-social context of views of education, barriers to education
and the economic cost of social care practice education arebriefly discussed.The next part
of the chapter focuses on the micro- social environment of educational institutions. This is
structured using Engström's theories of activity systems. As discussed in the preceding
chapterssymbolic interactionism is consideredto have its roots in pragmatism and the work
of Hegel (Meltzer et al. 1975; Maines, 2000; Stryker and Vyran, 2003). Similarly activity
theory (Engeström, 1999) has origins in the work of Hegel (Blunden, 2007). Aspects of the
college community or activity systems such as relationships with staff, pedagogical
practices, how knowledge is viewed, assessmentand relationships with student peers are
discussed in relation to how they affect the interpretation of the student role and the
formation of a student identity. Then factors located within the individual are examined as
the mental models (Sandars,2005) and prior learner identities that the student brings with
them to the college environment are the starting point from which the student identity is
constructed (Collier, 2000). Literature on views of the student role and the effect of
previous learning experiences is reviewed, along with researchon reported changes and
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developmentof student and other identities through the educationalprocess. Finally, since
the studentis a memberof several communitiesor activity systemssimultaneously and has
multiple social identities the relationship with other social identities is briefly discussed.

Macro-social Factors
Regarding macro level factors, as discussedin Chapter 1 the view of higher education in
Ireland is one in which education is valued and associated with economic successat a
societal (Dunne, 2002) and individual level (Alheit and Merrill,

2001). However

inequalities to the participation of adult learners and also exist (Collins, 2000; Inglis and
Murphy, 1999). Collins (2000) points out the discretionary nature of mature student entry
to higher education in Ireland, with mature students being selected by individual
institutions as opposedto clearly delineatedperformance in the Leaving Certificate10.This
has been reported to contribute to the view that college is a place for the young (Lynch,
1997).

In addition, linked to the professionalisationprocess of social care practice is the drive for
increasing the number of qualified staff in the sector. As outlined in Chapter 1 the
economic cost of professional education for social care staff has resulted in social care
practice students having limited time in college, which could affect the formation of a
student identity. Merrill (1999) reports that some of the part-time students she interviewed
were reluctant to use the term student at all, suggestingthat the time spent in college affects
the salienceof student identity.

Micro-social Factors
At the micro-social level the behaviour of those the student relates with in the learning
environment is relevant as the student identity is formed and developedin interaction with

10The Leaving Certificate is the stateexamination taken by children at the end of second level education in
Ireland. From results points for third level courses are calculated. While most children sit sevenor eight
subjects(including Mathematics, English, Irish, and another languagepoints for university are calculated
from results on their best six subjects. The maximum number of points that can be achieved is 600 which
representsAl s (90 to 100%) on six subjects, taken at honours level. An honours level subject is considered to
representtwo thirds of the workload of an A level in the U.K. as an A grade in an A level is awarded 150
points for entry to Irish universities.
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the people and the social practices within that environment (Edwards and MacKenzie,
2005).

Using Engström's (1999) activity model as a framework through which to view the
teaching process,the behaviour of the teacheris seenas directed towards the learning of the
student.The teachercan usevarious socially derived internal factors (beliefs about teaching
and learning) and external artefacts (textbooks, computers etc.) in facilitating the learning
of the student.However the teacheris working within a community which is comprisedof
other people and rules (e.g. class contact time; appropriate interaction with students;
curricula; marking schemes) that affect their behaviour. Within this activity system or
community eachindividual has a particular role. As Sandars(2005, p. 194) states:
[...] all outcomesare determined by a complex mix of culturally derived
mediating influences, which comprise mental models held by each
individual (subject) and more wider socially embeddedinfluences within
the community of which each subject is a part. There is a constant
dynamic interaction between the internal and external mediating
influences.

This indicates a need to examine literature regarding the college environment and staff
relationships, beliefs about adult learning and learners and their relationship with
pedagogicalpractices as well as the view of knowledge and how learning is assessed.
Staff relationships
The role of the institution specifically the cultural location of the college, the atmosphere
within the college and the level of tutor understandingand support are suggestedto affect
the development of student identity (Gallacher et al., 2002; Learning Journeys Report,
n.d.). Particularly the developmentof support strategiesthrough classroomactivities is seen
as essential,due to the time constraints on learnerswith multiple responsibilities in utilising
other college supports (Ross-Gordon, 2003). Gallacher et al., (2002) propose that the
behaviour of tutors in creating a relaxed and supportive learning environment is essentialto
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enable adult students to build a successful student identity. Positive attitudes towards
learning and the development of critical thinking skills (Boud et al., 1985; Prior, 2000;
Senior, 2001; Pollard, 2003), as well as problem-solving and managementof own learning
(Leung and Kember, 2005), are promoted when students feel safe and have good
relationships with each other and staff. Feelings of safety can be particularly important
when examining one's own experienceand practices in work related courses as this canbe
challenging and even threatening (Bamber and Tett, 2000). A learning environment in
which students feel supported and valued can lead to them transferring empowering
behaviour to the groups they work with (Miers et al., 2005), which is important in social
care work. In addition to supportive relationships and feelings of safety in the college
environment the pedagogicalpractices of staff have a major impact on identity formation.
Pedagogical Practices
Chappell et al. (2003) suggestthat different pedagogicalpractices representand contribute
to different student identities i. e. how staff views the student role, which is inherent in their
pedagogical approach, affects available interpretations of their role by students and the
subsequent identity formed. Haggis (2002) critiques the adoption of notions of adult
learning such as self-direction, experiential learning and andragogical characteristics by
policy and teaching methods as if they were unproblematic, but yet seesthem as influences
on assumptionsof how adults learn. Chappell et al. (2003) criticise andragogical and
humanistic adult teaming traditions of being overly individualistic and accepting rather
than challenging the social world. However, as referred to in the previous section,
encouraging criticality and challenging work practices, which are located in socio-cultural
contexts, can be seen as threatening for the work-related learner as it questions their
occupational identity (Bamber and Tett, 2000) and can even contribute to resistance to
learning (Hughes, 2000).

Tight (2002) notes that emphasison the responsibility of the learner for his or her own
learning is common within theories of adult education. This view has been supported by
studiesof adult learners,for example Hafford-Letchfield (2007, p. 179) found that tutors of
social work students in the U.K. were concerned that students be "ready to study and
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manage themselves" and Merrill's (1999) participants report expectationsfrom staff that
they be self-directedand self-responsible.

Kember and Gow (1994) suggest that the lecturer's orientation to teaching (knowledge
transmission or learning facilitation) influences students' approachesto learning. RossGordon (1991), in a study involving 181 undergraduateadult students, found that both
aspects of learner-centred and teacher-led instruction were found in descriptions of
effective teaching. Features such as clear presentations; well organised lectures;
knowledgeable instructors; concern and respectfor students; encouragementof discussion;
availability to students and helpfulness are reported as being typical of `good' teaching.
Similar findings are reported by Merrill (1999), in addition to a preferencefor enthusiastic
and "dynamic" lecturers. The use of practice examplesand discussionsto facilitate linking
their experiencesand theory is also found (Bishop-Clark and Lynch, 1992). This could be
dependenton the subject being taught. For example, Sutherland (1999) reports that his
sample of nurses did find a lecture format useful for factual subjects such as physiology.
The individual's student identity appearsto have an influence also. Merrill (1999) reports
variation among her participants with regard to the extent they preferred interactive,
student-centredteaching, suggesting that this could be due to previous experiencesof
education and thus views about teaching and learning. On the other hand, even if not
directly used in teaching, acknowledgementof students' experiencesis consideredto be
indicative of respect and acknowledgment of the status of adult learners (Johnston and
Merrill, 2004). However Bamber and Tett (2000) point out the difficulties for students and
tutors in incorporating work experiencesinto academiccourses.Citing Whaley (1999) they
suggestthat tutors need to balance acceptanceof students' experiencesyet encouragethem
to challenge and increasetheir understandingby embeddingtheseexperiencesin theoretical
contexts.
McCollin (2000) found that lecturers teaching adult students rated their teaching style as
being more situational than teacher-led, indicating a difference in how adult studentsare
perceived compared to their younger counterparts.Merrill (1999, p. 148) discovered that
lecturers see "mature students to be on a more equal basis with themselvesthan younger
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studentsbecauseof the age similarity". In a review of literature of lecturers' perception of
adult students, adults are seen as "better learners" than younger students, "highly
motivated, conscientious and well-focused" and "eager to participate in class" (Lynch and
Bishop-Clark, 1998, p.219). Older students areconsideredto "make class meaningful", "be
more interested in learning for the sake of learning" and "are willing to challenge the
instructor" (Bishop Clark and Lynch, 1998, n.p.).
Williams (2009) argues that pedagogical practice should combine view both the position
that learning involves the acquisition of knowledge and that learning is an engagementin a
social practice. While in any formal learning situation there is a body of knowledge defined
by the curriculum to be learning, students also become involved in social practices with
their peers and lecturers. Viewing the college setting and the workplace as two
communities of practice, which may share the same overall outcome (to improve social
care practice; gain an educational qualification), there are important differences. In the
workplace setting the model of learning is similar to the apprenticeship one examined by
Lave and Wenger (1991) where the beginning social care practitioner learns through
improvised practice. The curriculum is not dictated but "unfolds in opportunities to engage
in practice" (Lave and Wenger, 1991, p.93). With this model of learning attention is
focused on the "structures of social practice rather than [...] the structure of pedagogy"
(Lave and Wenger, 1991, p. 113). In the college setting, as Williams (2009) says,there is a
dictated curriculum to be followed. However other skills necessaryfor the new student to
be able to `do' college appropriately are not as explicit. As Sandars(2004) points out if first
year students are to be successfully integrated into the college `community of practice' the
tacit knowledge inherent in the assessmentand marking process,must be made transparent
to them. Another difficulty is the type of knowledge valued in the workplace as opposedto
the college environment, which can lead to challenges to the individuals' occupational
identity, due to the work-related nature of the course.
View of knowledge
Chappell et al. (2000) suggest that the view of knowledge representedin discourses in
social settings acts to construct and reconstruct the identity of the learner. Adult students
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report conflict between the `knowing about' environment of the college and the `knowing
how to' environment of the workplace (MacDonald and Stratta, 1998; Martin, 2003). This
is proposed to affect the students' orientation towards learning. Sutherland (1999), for
example,reports that a sample of nurse tutors initially had a concreterather than an abstract
approachto learning, which he attributed to their experienceof working in hospital wards.
Adams et al. (2006, p.57) suggest that "an idealised version of the profession" may be
presentedin an educational programme that is different from "the real work practised by
the existing membersof the profession" which could lead to rejection of the information.
The view that theory is generated by academics"far removed from the real life practice
setting" has been found with nurses (Burton, 2000 p.1011) and that theory is irrelevant
`jargon' among community educators(Bamber and Tett, 2000).
The view of knowledge held can be representedin the ways in which students' learning is
assessed.

Assessment
Performing well in a role impacts on the individual's self-esteem and self-efficacy (Gecas
and Schwalbe, 1983; Hoetler, 1986) thus increasing the salience of the identity for the
individual hence their commitment to it (Stets and Burke, 2000) and the likelihood of it
being enacted in other settings (Serpe and Stryker, 1987). Therefore positive feedback on
an individual's performance as a student affects the identity formed, though individuals'
views of what constitutes `good' performanceneeds to be considered(Talyor, 1983, cited
in Entwistle, 1987). In higher education grades and feedback on assessmentare a primary
way by which studentsjudge their performance.
James (1995 p.463) argues that assessmentand grading is a social practice with two
aspects.Firstly is the belief, shared by students and lecturers, that gradesare objective and
rational "judgements of worth of academic products". Secondly, however, is that students
interpret grades "as partially constitutive of personal worth", a viewpoint shared by Davies
and Williams (2001). This indicates that judgements of performance can have a broader
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effect impacting on aspectsof personal identity that are related to student identity such as
views of oneself as intelligent. Gallacher et al. (2002) see assessmentas being a possible
risk to identity through exposureto humiliation. The way in which feedback is given is also
important as Hyland (2000, cited in Hounsell, 2003) reports that students often perceive
tutor comments as being judgemental and focusing on their shortcomings rather than
encouraging and confidence building. However Young's (2000) findings, with adult
studentson an Access course, indicate that the reaction to lecturer feedback is related to
students' pre-existing level of self-esteem.She found that students with high self-esteem
saw even critical comments as being positive while students with low self-esteemfocused
on criticism even when interspersedwith positive comments. This is supportedby others.
Leathwood and O'Connell (2003), point out: "The lack of confidence and feelings of not
being good enough of many students did not appear to be related to how well they were
actually doing" (p.609). Entwistle (1987) cites the findings of Taylor (1983) which suggest
that students form `study contracts' for themselves which take account of their own goals
and estimatesof abilities, against which they measuretheir own successand failure. Thus
the impact of grades and feedback needsto be consideredin relation to judgements of what
constitutes`good' performance and the salience and prominence of student identity.
The mode of assessmentis also significant, with examinationsassociatedwith the most fear
and stress (e.g. Sutherland, 1999). Merrill's (1999) participants cited reasonsof panic, poor
memory and lack of skill for their dislike of examinations. Kelly (2005, p.214) suggests
that examinations may have an inherent bias towards younger students who attend college
directly from school, an environment "that placesheavy emphasison rote learnings11While
older students' concerns about retention and memory could be at least partially due to
societal beliefs about memory deterioration with age (Richardson and King, 1998) they are
neverthelessreal for the individual.
The relationship between the mode of assessmentand what is to be assessedis significant
for work-related courses. Heron and Chakrabarti, (2002a, p. 191) report that their

ii Kelly's researchwas conducted in Ireland where the Leaving Certificate usesa single `closed book'
examination overwhelmingly as a method of assessmentwith coursework contributing little to final grades.
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participants, who were undertaking SVQs for their occupation as social care workers, felt
that the emphasison written assessmentsresulted in writing skills being assessedrather
than the actual practice of workers. "[... ] people good at writing are not necessarily the
ones with the best practice".
As discussedearlier in this chapter,learning `how to do college' or being integratedinto the
college `community of practice' (Sandars,2004) involves being prepared for assessment,
particularly early in the course. As one of Merrill's participants' says, "knowing what they
wanted and the way they wanted it written" (1999 p. 142), allows studentsto perform better.
Good performance in the student role affects self-efficacy and subsequentperformances.
Since studentsalso interact with one another in college theserelationshipshave been found
to be significant in promoting self-efficacy, by providing support in different ways.
Role of Student Peers
Edwards and MacKenzie (2005), in their study of social support for learning, stress the
need for an open as opposedto a regulatedenvironment to enable studentsto learn together.
Many studiesindicate the value of peer support, for example in helping deal with the stress
of juggling

other roles (Shanahan, 2000); motivation (Tiemey and Slack, 2005);
recognition and awarenessof being in a similar situation (Johnston and Merrill, 2004) and

thus alleviating self-doubt (Merrill, 1999); networking and the sharing of information
(Warmington, 2002) and motivation to continue engaging with learning (Crossan et al.,
2003). Havnes (2008, p. 197) reports that as well as peer interaction involving discussions
about curriculum, assignments and providing a way of recontextualising "the course
content in the context of their daily lives" student initiated peer groups were fora where
participants learnedwhat it meant to be a student, thus contributing to the formation of their
studentidentities.
Interaction with peers is also cited as contributing to cognitive development (Knapper and
Cropley, 2000). Lazar (1995, p. 62) documentedthe interactions of a study group of college
students and concludes that "their study conversations served the intellectual, social and
emotional needs of the student in profound ways". Differences among individuals are
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apparentthough. For example Sutherland (1999, p.385) reports diversity among his group
of 17 mature nurse tutor students, with some preferring solitary learning and others seeing
learning "as essentially within a social context, including both formal seminars and
informal coffee-table groups".
Micro-social factors, or those present in the activity system of the college, examined
indicate that both relationships with peers and staff and the pedagogical and assessment
practices used contribute to the student identity formed. However, since students come to
this learning experience with varying prior student identities, based on their past
interactions factors within the individual need to be considered.

Individual Factors
Prior Learner Identities and Views of the Student Role
In the same way as the teacher of the adult learner is affected by internal beliefs derived
from experiencethe initial orientation of the student and their interpretation of the student
role are affected by their prior experiences.Bloomer et al. (2004, p. 19) propose that the life
history or ontogeny of learnersis central to the study of social contexts in which learning
takes place "as they reflect the history of individuals' thinking, acting and acting over time
and in unique combinations of engagementwith social and cultural contexts that evolve
over time". Collier (2000) found that the new college student initially uses his or her
identity as a student internalised from previous experiencesof education, then adjusts this
to align with the role of the student as perceived in the new setting. This can lead to initial
expectations of the new learning environment. Hence the prior experiences of adult
studentsshould be considered.
Some literature indicates that adult students, particularly

those who have had no prior

contact with further or higher education, have negative experiences of formal education
(e.g. Crossan et al., 2003; Johnston and Merrill, 2004; Haggis, 2004). This has the effect of
them being "initially

tentative about engaging" due to "little confidence" and even hostility

"towards educational institutions"

(Crossan et al., 2003, p. 58). Participants are reported as

viewing the educational system as failing them and not motivating them, leaving them with
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1999; Waller, 2006).

Alternatively, other researchsuggeststhat adult students, while describing themselves as
`non-academic',did not find school a negative experience(e.g. Learning Journey Report,
n.d.). Moore (2004) points out that the definition of oneself as practical or academic due to
successin school needs to be considered within the socio-historical time period in which
the individual lives. When educational possibilities are limited a short initial education is
not necessarilyseen as being connectedto a lack of ability. As pointed out in Chapter 1,
participation in higher education in Ireland is steadily increasing. Also for older participants
financial factors could have affected their ability to participate in higher education after
leaving secondaryschool as third level feeswere only abolished in 1995.
The social perception of third level education and learning is also significant. Merrill
(1999) states that some of her participants found the thought of entering the university
environment daunting. Initial concerns about ability to learn are reported in studies of
mature students,particularly among women (e.g. Leathwood and O'Connell, 2003; Moore,
2004). Brookfield (1999, p. 11) notes feelings of `impostership' among mature students,
"that they are constantly on the verge of being found out to be too dumb and unpreparedfor
college-level learning". This could be related to perceived language differences between
everyday life and the academic environment as concerns about the language used in
lectures and assignmentsis reported (Murphy and Fleming, 1998; Merrill, 2001). This lack
of self-confidence could, as suggestedby Crozier and Garbet-Jones(1996, p. 198), impact
on identity formation as it can limit interactions with "tutors and fellow students" thereby
preventing students taking "advantagesof the opportunities for learning". Insecurity and
feelings of alienation can "ironically masqueradeas overconfidence or arrogance" (Kelly,
2005, p.218) also affecting the types of interactions in the educational setting, thus the
identity formed.

Meyer and Shanahan(2001, p. 128) distinguish between the prior knowledge about subjects
that studentsbring with them and beliefs about the nature of knowledge and what learning
is. They claim both of these aspectswill at least partially explain variation among students
in "their engagementwith the content and context of learning". As discussed above, for
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work-related courses the individual's occupational or professional identity also impacts.
However if student identity is viewed as dynamic and reactive to the social structuresof the
institution, in particular thosewith whom the student interacts this should change.Different
interpretations of the student role with regard to learning and responsibilities with
concomitant expectationsof the role of lecturers are apparentin the literature.
Kember et al. (2003; 2004)12,from interviews with thirty-five experienced and eighteen
novice part-time adult students,distinguish between two views of the studentrole regarding
learning - reproductive and self-determining. Reproductive learners identified
characteristicssuch as attending classes,doing assignedreading and working hard as being
characteristicof the good student.Their view of the student is complementedby their view
of the good lecturer, whose role it is to "present the body of material which was examinable
[... ] so that they had it in a convenient form for memorisation" (Kember et al., 2003,
p.244), as well as providing relevant examples that the students could apply to their
workplace. They expect and requestdirection from their teachersas well as good handouts.
Useful interaction in class for these students is seen as the lecturer providing answersto
students' questions rather than discussions. Reproductive learners share similarities with
both Entwistle and Ramsden's (1983) reproducing and achieving orientations though there
are differences apparent when evaluation of the learning environment in relation to
orientation is considered.Entwistle and Tait (1990, p. 187) found that while the reproducing
students, who take a surface approachto learning, prefer "situations which are thought to
facilitate rote learning", a clear preference for learning environments promoting either
understandingor rote learning is not evident among studentshigh in achieving orientation.
Students categorised as self-determining (Kember et al., 2003; 2004) see the student as
being someone who directs her/himself, is willing to take initiative, constructs their own
learning and is self-responsible.They expect a more equal and interactive relationship with
their lecturers and prefer discussion with both peers and lecturer to be part of class,
although expository teaching is not rejected. Also important to them are their own
12Kember et al. note that the secondary educational system of Hong Kong where the researchwas conducted
must be considered.The educational system is competitive and selective with didactic teaching methods and
examinations as the primary form of assessment.
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experiences and reflection on these experiences is valued. The self-determining student
appears to share characteristics with Entwistle and Ramsden's (1983) meaning and
achieving orientations, though it is the self-determining student only who shows a clear
preferencefor learning situations perceivedto promote understanding.
Howard and Baird (2000), in a study of class interaction involving both traditional and nontraditional13students, investigated how students who contributed to class discussion and
ask questions view the classroom situation, their responsibilities as learners and the
responsibility of the lecturer. Similar to Kember et al. 's (2003; 2004) findings on selfdetermining students,the `talkers' saw the student role as involving responsibility for their
own learning and actively facilitating the learning process for both themselves and other
students. While both `talkers' and `non-talkers' view the role of the lecturer as being
knowledgeable about the subject matter and presenting it to the student in an
understandableformat, the `talkers' do not view the lecturer as the expert on all aspectsof
content. They see themselvesas able to contribute to the knowledge being gained. Howard
and Baird (2000) report a significant difference between `talkers' and `non-talkers' with
regardto their responsibility as studentsto pay attention in class and requesthelp from the
lecturer if required. Thus, while there is similarity between `talkers' and self-determining
students, `non-talkers' and reproductive students differ indicating that the reasonsbehind
participating in class differ. Rather than emphasising the influence of past educational
experiencesas Kember et al. (2003; 2004) do, Howard and Baird (2000) link the different
views of the student and lecturer role to a consumerist view of education where the tutor is
obliged to be active and the student can chooseto be passive.
The literature indicates that while students' bring a prior student identity basedon previous
experiencesand length of formal education that this is not straightforward and is affected
by socio-historical views of education. While many studies refer to student anxiety about
participation in third level education this needs to be looked at in light of students'
estimatesof their own abilities, their epistemological beliefs, and their initial view of their
own and the lecturers' roles as variation is evident in researchfindings.
13Howard andBaird define the
non-traditional student as being aged over twenty years.
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However as identity is not static but dynamically created in social contexts the initial
perceptions, interpretations and identity of the adult student do change. Goffman (1961)
refers to a period of secondaryadjustment where the individuals become more confident
and begin to `bendthe rules' and "manipulate the systemto their advantage"(Merrill, 1999,
p. 132).
Changes
As students proceed through their educational programme changes in both student and
personal identity are indicated. For example, increased confidence and assertivenessand
questioning of the status quo have been found (e.g. O'Fathaigh and O'Sullivan, 1997;
Baxter and Britton, 2001; Leathwood and O'Connell, 2003). Increasing criticality towards
knowledge from different sources as well as greater tolerance of different people and
viewpoints is also reported(Merrill, 1999; Learning Journeys Report, n.d.).
The verification of student identity through positive evaluation is likely to lead to the
increased confidence reported. In addition students could be more integrated in the
`community of practice' of the college setting and be more familiar with the "vocabulary,
jargon, routines and styles" (Sandars,2004, p. 112), being able to `do' college appropriately.
The value attachedto educational qualifications in the broader social context is seen as a
contributory factor (Leathwood and O'Connell, 2003). The personal satisfaction of
acquiring knowledge and understanding(Baxter and Britton, 2001; Stevens,2003; Moore,
2004) is also provided as an explanation. Behaviours learned and performed in the role of
the student are found to transfer to other social contexts and identities, for example skills in
expression (Stevens, 2003) and ability to discuss (Learning Journeys Report, n.d.),
indicating that some aspectsof student identity extend into other social identities. Mercer
(2007, p.21) suggeststhat the academic knowledge gained through education leads to a
"feeling of personal change and development" as academic knowledge pervades other
aspectsof an individual's life demonstrating the interaction between different identities and
levels of identity. Other authors(e.g. Walters, 2000; Moore, 2004) also refer to evidenceof
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a more pervasive identity change in particular changesin self-efficacy, self-assuranceand
self-confidence.However conflict with other identities is also reported.

Conflict with Other Social Identities
As discussedin preceding chapters,the structural symbolic interactionist views conceives
the person as being composed of multiple social identities as well as a more pervasive
personalidentity. Thus the experienceof being a student and the identity formed is not only
located within and constrainedby the rules and organisation of the educational institution
but also outside factors such as work and family (Merrill, 1999). Morrison (1992) suggests
that there is an inherentnotion of segmentationof time associatedwith part-time study that
does not consider the amount of time given to other commitments. Shanahan(2000), from
her phenomenological study of the experiences of five female mature students, found
reportsof conflict with and loss of other social identities, such as parent or friend. Similarly
Leder and Forgasz's (2004) Australian participants report some conflict regarding time
spent with partners and in work. Concern about the threat to time spentwith their families
has also been found (e.g. Ui Chasaide, 1997; Davies and Williams, 2001; Stevens,2003).
Merrill (1999, p.156) reports among her female participants frequent indications of "guilty
mother syndrome" and difficulty in fitting in studying with the needs of their families.
Conversely reports of being a positive role model for children and helping children learn
are found (e.g. Learning Journeys Report, n. d.; Davies and Williams, 2001; Crossanet al.,
2003).

The questioning of other roles, identities and relationships is also found, in particular
aspectsof identities related to social class and gender (e.g. James, 1995; Lynch, 1997; Ui
Chasaide, 1997; Baxter and Britton, 2001; Brine and Waller, 2004). The association of
education with upward social mobility can cause conflict in relationships as well as
affecting the student's disposition towards higher education. From research with
community activists studying for a B. A. in Community Education a disposition towards
higher education involving seeing "theory as academic `jargon' irrelevant to the `real'
world" is proposed by Bamber and Tett (2000, p.68) as being based on students' own
"negative perception of their own statusin the social order".
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One of the overt signs of education is a changein vocabulary, which is reported to result in
mocking (Baxter and Britton, 2001; Stevens, 2003). Merrill (1999, p. 183) reports a
minority of her thirty male and female mature student participants experiencing a "social
distance" from friends and family. Participants reported a lack of commonality in
conversationaltopics and that friends and family felt threatened by their education.Lucey
et al. (2003) suggest that for working class females, becoming educated involves
differentiating oneself from one's social background and thus has consequencesfor
identity. Bainbridge (2005) found a common feature among his mature female students a
desire to "improve the experience of those still linked to the pre-upwardly mobile past"
(n.p.), which he interprets as a way of reconciling the guilt of leaving one's social past
through education.
As discussedin Chapter 2, the individual possessesmany social identities from the various
roles they occupy. The degree to which they identify with these roles is dependenton the
continuity between pre-existing identities and the expectationsof the roles as well as the
extent to which they can modify social arrangementsto achieve consistency (Stets and
Burke, 2000). When social identities are divergent and cannot be reconciled the individual
must make changesto his or her life, which itself can causeadditional conflict.
Conclusion
This chapterdiscussedavailable interpretations of the role and identity of the student in the
context of macro- and micro- social factors. Significant factors in the broader social
environment of policies on mature student entry to higher education in Ireland and the
economic costsof professional education in social care were considered.
Viewing the college setting as a community or activity system in which the studentrole and
identity is constructed and reconstructed in relation to factors internal to the people
involved and the setting was then discussed. The significance of a safe and supportive
learning environment to encourage critical thinking and facilitate empowerment was first
examined. Literature pertaining to teachers' pedagogical beliefs about adult learners and
students' evaluation of effective teaching, as well as differences between the view of
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knowledge and learning environment of college and the workplace was discussed in
relation to their impact on student identity. Since assessmentis seen to have a major
influence on student identity and its salience this was examined. Before looking at prior
learning experiences and their impact on the initial interpretation of the student role
literature relating to the part played by student peers in constructing a student identity was
explored. Finally, this chapter discussed documented changes in student identity, its
interaction with other identities as well as conflict with these identities since identity is
dynamic and the individual has multiple social identities displayed in different communities
or systems.

In the next chapterthe second social identity focused on in this study, professional identity
will be discussed.Factors impinging on the social care practitioner identity such as the
main counter role in the working environment as well as professional learning and
educationin social care will also be examined.The literature reviewed in Chapter 4 relates
to the secondand third researchquestions.
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Chapter4
Professional Identity and ProfessionalEducation
in Social Care
Overview of Chapter
Following on from the discussion of the student role and identity and how this is
constructed in interaction with the structural factors in the college environment in the
previous chapter, this chapter considers the other social identity that is the focus of this
study - professional identity. The notion of professional identity and how it is constructed
is outlined. This is followed by discussion of the impact of the state dependentnature of
social care services in relation to the autonomy of the practitioner and the impact of this on
the professional identity formed. The identity of the social care practitioner is consideredin
relation to that of the social worker, the main counter-role, as identities are seen to be
formed in relation to counterroles in the social structure (Burke and Tully, 1977).
Then the concepts of professional education and learning are deliberated upon, with the
differencesbetween learning in the workplace and in college analysed.The knowledge base
of social care education and how this fits with the needs of the workplace is discussedas
conflict between what is valued in the college environment and the workplace affects both
identity formation and the relationship between the social identities. Finally factors
identified in the literature as affecting the transfer of learning and the transformation of
workplace practices are considered.

Professional Identity
Schein (1978) sees professional identity as the principles, intentions, characteristics and
experiencesby which an individual defines him or herself in a professional role. Through
acting in a particular role, which itself is impacted on by socio-structural norms (Ibarra,
1999), an individual learns about how s/he is expected to act and gradually conceptualises
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her/himself in relation to these. Developing a professional identity involves the individual
selectively acquiring "the values and attitudes, the interests, skills and knowledge" of the
professional group of which they are a member (Clouder, 2003, p. 213) and occurs over
time (Schein, 1978).It is a processof negotiation "by which people strive to improve the fit
betweenthemselvesand their work environment" (Ibarra, 1999, p. 765).
Daley's (2000) study of professionals indicates that it is through daily interaction with
colleagues that this image of oneself or identity is formed. She also proposes that
interaction with fellow professionalscreatesallegiance to the profession (Daley, 2002). In a
similar vein David and Victor (2002), drawing on the work of Lave and Wenger (1991;
Wenger 1998) see the development of an occupational identity as a process of `learning to
be' within a particular community of practice. "We learn `how' through practice; and
through practice, we learn to be. In other words, practice shapesour dispositions and belief
systems- our identity in a particular profession" (David and Victor, 2002, p.247). In this
view, the learning an individual engages in at work cannot be separated from the
occupational identity formed (Lave and Wenger, 1991). Billett and Somerville (1994,
pp.310-311) argue also that occupational identity is "both shapedby, and shapes,individual
identities, which directs intentional conscious thought, monitors existing learnt processes
and mediates how individuals engagewith social suggestion they encounter in and about
work", in line with structural symbolic interactionism, as discussed in Chapter 2. While
these social and personal identities can be seen as being constructedby the social world
they aretaken on by individuals in particular ways for certain reasons(Leont'ev, 1981).
Thus, not only could it be argued that aspects of personal identity impact on the
occupational identity formed by an individual but also as Bames et al. (2000) point out
conflict between demands originating from the professional group and those from the
practice setting affects individuals' understandingof their role and hence the professional
identity they develop. This in turn impacts on allegiance to a broader conception of the
profession. As mentioned in Chapter 1 the social care profession in Ireland is broad with
practitioners working in a wide variety of settings with different client groups.
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Another factor suggestedto impinge on the professional identity of social care workers is
their level of autonomy. Daley (2002) suggeststhat the level of independenceor autonomy
of professionalsis affected the structure of the organisational system. She notes that nurses
and social workers, who mainly work within a bureaucratic organisational system, have
limitations on their autonomy and "indicate that to use new information in their practice
they often have to find creative ways to go around organisational structure" (ibid, p. 85).
Social care services in Ireland are state dependentto varying extents14,and consequently
autonomy is constrained, fitting into Brante's (1990) classification of welfare state
professions. In these professions the values of the professional group are secondary to
thoseof social welfare legislation, which limits the agencyof individual professionals.
Hicks et al. (1998, p.372), in their discussionof residential child care in England, point out
that the professional autonomy of the social care practitioner is "determined at both
bureaucratic and practice levels". They propose that the autonomy of the social care
practitioner is constrainedby the imbalance between the location of decision making power
and the location of information; lack of control over "decisions about admissions and
transfersof' clients and "the deployment and use of staff' (ibid, p.371). The findings of a
survey of residential care managers in Scotland (n=87) support this with mangers,
particularly in the statutory sector, reporting little control over admissions(Milligan et al.,
2004). Heron and Chakrabarti (2002b) found that social care staff report factors such as the
structure of residential care work, with decisions having to be checked out with
management,spending time in trivial tasks rather than meaningful intervention with the
young people, working in a team, lack of supervision and positive feedback all impinging
on their autonomy in their professional role. This lack of autonomy is found to lead to
feelings of being unable to achieve meaningful goals resulting in frustration and
disillusionment and eventually burnout (Heron and Chakrabarti, 2002b; Colton and
is Most residential child care services
and community prevention services in Ireland are the responsibility of
the government, either the remit of the Department of Health and Children, or Department of Justice, Equality
and Law Reform. Services, for which the Department of Health and Children are responsible, are run through
the Health Services Executive (HSE). Children's residential services not managed by the Health Services
Executive are registered by them and so are inspected by them (Social Services Inspectorate Annual Report
2004). In the same way other social care services (for example older people, intellectual disability, sensory
disabilities) are the responsibility of the HSE, whether actually managedby them or not.
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Roberts, 2004 cited in Colton and Roberts, 2007). Also contributing to frustration, stress
and burnout and impacting on professional identity, is the troubled and troublesomenature
of young people with whom residential social care practitioners work. Heron and
Chakrabarti (2002b) report practitioners feeling unable to effectively deal with the
behaviour and meet the needsof the young people. Knorth et al. (2007) found practitioners
suffering from feelings of fear, anger and impotence.
The literature suggests that professional or occupational identity is developed through
interaction with one's colleagueswhile engagingin workplace practices though influenced
by personal identity. The width of a profession, as in social care in Ireland, is proposed to
affect a broader notion of professional identity, beyond individual workplaces. The
autonomy of the social care practitioner is limited by the welfare state nature of the
profession as legislation takes precedence over the values and work of the professional
group, which is reported to contribute to frustration among practitioners. Another factor
found to impact on the identity of the social care practitioner is their relationship with the
social worker, the main counter role in the working environment.

Counter Roles
As discussedin Chapter 1, while social care work originated in residential child care in
Ireland it not only has expanded beyond this area but also the boundaries between social
care work and social work have become increasingly blurred (Farrelly and O'Doherty,
2005). As the role from which professional identity is formed is seen in opposition to
possible counter-roles within the social structure (Stets and Burke, 2000), the relationship
between social care work and social work as well as the nature of each impact on the
identity of social care practitioners.
While there are similarities between social care work and social work with regard to being
agentsof society, working with groups as well as individual clients, using their relationship
in their work and working as part of a team (Crimmens, 1998) differences exist, such as
working within the client's living conditions and developing a therapeutic relationship. For
example Anglin (1999, p. 145) distinguishes child and youth work in Canada from other
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social service professions as involving "the developmentof a therapeutic relationship" and
"day-to-day work with children in their environment. Similarly Smith (2003) discussingthe
residential childcare worker, and Tuggener (1986,cited in Crimmens, 1998) discussing the
social pedagogue,include caring within the clients' daily environment as central. DaviesJones (2000, n.p.) emphasisesthe "primary caring, `life-space' counselling, group-work
using the `living group' and the utilisation of creative and aesthetic activities" as
intervention tools. Milligan (1998, p.277) suggeststhat social work is basedon an "'advice,
guidance and assistance'model" of helping and object to degree level social care and social
work education being common. He considersthis to be a contributory factor to the lower
status of residential social care work, claiming that "residential workers will never achieve
parity of esteemwhile residential care is seenas a type of social work" (ibid, p.275).
Unlike Scotland, in Ireland, degree level education for social care work is separatefrom
that for social work. However social care work educationis located within the institutes of
Technology rather than the universities where social work education takes place. This is a
factor seenas affecting the poorer public perception of social care work as the Institutes of
Technology are often seen as inferior to the universities (Gallagher and O'Toole, 1999;
Shareand McElwee, 2005).
In addition the working relationship between social workers and social care practitioners is
such that social workers are in a position of power over social care practitioners. For
example, while the social care practitioner is the primary carer for a child in residential
care, the child's social worker is in a supervisory capacity with regard to the care of the
child (Social Services Inspectorate Annual Report, 2004). In the U. K., Heron and
Chakrabarti (2002a, pp.347-348) found that residential social care practitioners "felt their
views were consideredinferior by social workers becausethey were not qualified". While a
higher proportion of social care practitioners are qualified in Ireland compared to
Scotland's, practice in social care work without a relevant qualification still occurs in

'S McFarlane

and McLean (2003) estimatedonly 20% of social care practitioners in the U. K. possessformal
qualifications. An audit in Scotland by Hunter et al. (2004) indicates that 30% of supervisors, 7.4% of
managersand 16.4% of care workers held required qualifications.
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Ireland but not with social work. Also the minimum recognised qualification level for
social care practitioner is lower than that for social work 16
Thus the literature suggestsboth the status and education of social care workers compared
to social workers is lower. As discussed in Chapter 1, social care workers have been
employed without an accredited educational qualification so their initial learning is based
entirely in the workplace. As will be discussedin the next section differences are noted
with regard to learning through work practices and education based in educational
institutions.

Professional Learning and Education
While Edwards (2005, p. 51) notes that learning through participation in practice is more
common in discussionsof workplace learning she criticises the notion of learning solely
through participation for not sufficiently dealing "with knowledge creation at the levels of
both individuals and the systemsin which they are operating". Other argumentsfor a move
away from an apprenticeship model of learning in the workplace to qualification driven
vocational learning located in educational institutions centre on other the need for
theoretical and conceptual frameworks, pedagogical practice and transformation.
Occupational learning for transformation requires both horizontal (everyday) and vertical
(theoretical) conceptsso that knowledge that goes beyond the immediacy of the workplace
is integrated (Guile and Young, 2002; Young, 2004). Guile (2006, p.256-257) argues that
knowledge of theoretical concepts are necessaryin occupational learning as "reposition us
in relation to different fields of knowledge and to practice as well as offering possibilities
for acting differently in relation to both of them". Based on Billett's (2004) proposition that
the development of conceptual knowledge is difficult through purely informal learning in
the workplace, Tennant (2000) justifies organised occupational learning in an institution of
higher education. He argues that occupational or professional learning solely through
16A B. A. (Hons) Social Studies/Social Work combining an academic social science degreewith social work
practice training (NFQ Level 8) or a two year postgraduatequalification (NFQ Level 9) after a B.A. (lions)
Social Scienceis required for social work (National Social Work Qualifications Board 2006) while the
minimum qualification that is likely to be acceptedfor registration as a social care worker is a B. A. (Ord)
(NFQ Level 7) although honours degrees(NFQ Level 8) are widely available. The National Framework of
Qualifications is explained at ývww.ngai.ie.
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workplace participation is inadequate, as it does not provide the practitioner with
opportunities to grow and develop beyond the immediate workplace situation (Young,
2004), nor explain "pedagogic strategies required to assist learners to mediate between
theory and practice" (Guile, 2006, p.266). Tennant (2000, p. 132) critiques Lave and
Wenger's (1991) view of situated teaming for not allowing for a possible separation
between practice itself and reflection on that practice, claiming that in their position"[ ] it
...
beyond
from
is not possible or desirable to go
the `situation given' and extract
experience
that which is decontextualised,abstract or general". Tennant (2000) also argues that Lave
and Wenger's (1991) analysisdoesnot account for separatingoneself from the community
of practice and critiquing its acceptedbeliefs, thus for transformational teaming to occur.
For transformational learning to occur and knowledge to transfer across settings,Billett and
Somerville (2004, p. 319) argue that many types of learning - "theoretical and practical,
formal and informal, personal and social" need to be drawn upon. The issue is then one of
how to facilitate such transformation through the acknowledgement of and transfer of
knowledge and learning between settings or systems, while also taking account of the
different interpretationsof the two social roles and social identities involved Factors in the
college setting such as a safe learning environment in which students' knowledge was
acknowledged yet developed and enabling students to perform well as students were
discussedin Chapter 3. In the following sections knowledge differences between the two
social settings,the debate over the knowledge baseof social care practice and factors in the
workplace setting are examined.
Knowledge Differences
As discussed above and in Chapter 3 there are considered to be differences between
workplace learning and knowledge and that of formal educational settings. Symes and
McIntyre (2000) in their discussionof the relationship between educationand work refer to
the distinction between explicit and tacit forms of knowing. The former can be "formulated
and textualised" (p.3) and is associatedwith educational institutions while the latter cannot
always be articulated and is "only `acquired on the job', through coming into close
`communion' with its materials and tools, and gaining a deeper understanding of their
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characteristics and nature" (p.4). Billett (2001, p.434) expressesa similar distinction and
adds that knowledge learned through practice is more subject to idiosyncratic
interpretationsby individuals "premisedon their personal histories or ontogenies".
Disagreement and debate over the knowledge base of an occupation among practitioners
and educatorscan also causeissues as this can contribute to confusion regarding the value
of knowledge for practice and separationratherthan integration of identities.
Knowledge Base of Social Care
Share and McElwee (2005) note that as social care training has developedin Ireland there
hasbeen a reduction in emphasison concreteskills (e.g. meal preparation,health care) and
an increase in emphasison policy issues, theoretical knowledge and research,which has
been criticised for not meeting the practice needs of the sector. This can be seen as
reflecting a competence view of professional education. In the U.K. however the
competencebasedmodel of education has been criticised as being inappropriate for both
social work and social care work as it fails to account for changes inherent in the work,
fragments the complex and interconnected activities of the work, focuses on individual
competences when team work is essential for successful intervention (Lymbery et al.,
2000) and does not account for the creativity and situatednessof finding solutions to
people's problems (Lane, 2001). However Sargeant's (2000, p.648) study of the impact of
NVQs on knowledge and practice of social care workers found "a shift from mechanistic
compliance with existing workplace practice to practice informed by awarenessof an
authoritative sourceof good practice that has legitimacy beyond the workplace".
The knowledge baseof social care education is derived from the social sciencesand shared
with other professional areas such as psychology and social work (Share and McElwee,
2005), and forms of nursing (Milligan, 2003). Hicks et al. (1998) suggest areas of
knowledge required for residential child care, should include developmental, social and
organisational psychology as well as anthropology. However there is variation evident
regarding the origin of knowledge for social care education as well as the relevanceof input
from the social sciences.
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On the one hand there are those that advocate the primacy of knowledge acquired from
practice (Cervero, 1992). For example Smith (2005, p.265), discussing residential social
care training in Scotland, complains that the knowledge relevant to the work, which should
be "located within what goeson in the relationship establishedbetween children and youth
and those working with them" is not done in training, instead "knowledge drawn from the
social sciencesis privileged". Phelan(2005) argues,with regardto educationalprogrammes
for child and youth work in Canada,that there is a need to make greater use of knowledge
generated within the occupation rather than relying on literature from fields such as
psychology and special education as this "misrepresentsthe CYC field" and "diminishes
[its] professional integrity" (p.349). Yet, besides advocating the use of self and selfunderstanding,he lists theories such as attachment theory, which originated in the field of
developmental psychology, as being the basis of the curriculum. Milligan (2003), in his
discussion of the developmentof a Diploma in Social Work for residential care in Scotland,
acknowledges the centrality of developmental psychology to a theoretical basis for
residential social care. Clough (2000, p.81) suggeststhat residential work requires four
types of theories: theories that apply to residents' lives; theories that examine the nature of
residential work; theories of interventions and theories of the "structures and organisation"
of residential homes, all of which could be argued to have their bases in psychology,
sociology and social policy, though, as Clough notes, "theorists about residential care may
have contributed to the developmentof the theories" (p.79). Cameron (2004, p. 145) points
out disciplines such as sociology, psychology and health sciences act as "theoretical
support for social pedagogy" enabling the social care practitioner to respond to behaviour
basedon not only observationbut understandingof the young person's situation and needs.
In her discussion of social pedagogy in Denmark and Germany, Cameron (2004, p. 145)
deducesfrom participants' responses,that central to a pedagogic approachin working with
young people is to "accept a multiplicity of possible perspectives,depending on personal
circumstances, particular dynamics and events and sources of support". This fits with
Quicke's (2000, p.304) concept of professional knowledge. He questions the view that
professional expert knowledge is something that is unchanging and can be accumulated,
suggestingthat in contemporary society, "awarenessof the fallibility and provisionality of
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formal knowledge and of the importance of connecting with local knowledge in an
increasingly diverse cultural world" is required. Similarly Queeny (2000) suggests that
professional education should help participants develop abilities of reflection, judging and
integrating information. Lynton (1990 p. 13) presents the view, that in many areas of
professional practice, "problems are not well defined, and [... J there exists in most
situations a variety of options, each involving trade-offs among competing goals and
values." Lynton's view is resonatedin discussionsof health and social care professions
(e.g. Parton, 2003; Yielder, 2004) where professional practice is presented as being
complex and ambiguous, requiring practitioner skills of critical thinking and reflection.
However Tennant (2000) proposesthat successfullearning from workplace experienceand
relating theoretical material to experiences requires the ability to analyse workplace
experiences. In addition, to assist students in developing skills of critical reflection the
teacherneedsto be more than just knowledgeableabout content (ibid). This raises the issue
of the background of social care educators in a young profession where the curricula
involve a large amount of content from the social sciences.
Thus not only do social care practitioners work in a wide variety of different settings there
is variation in regarding what knowledge is relevant for social care practice across the
sector which will inevitably impact on students' judgements of what is relevant to their
work practices in line with both their learner and occupational identities. In the next section
factors in the workplace setting are considered.

Social Care Practice as an Activity System
Billett (2001) argues that the use of knowledge in the workplace is based on situational
factors within a particular work setting. The workplace can be viewed as an activity system
with its particular artefacts, rules, roles and division of labour (Engeström, 1993) that
determinehow work practice and activity are enacted.Williams and Wake (2007) argue, in
their exploration of contradictions between workplace and college mathematics, that
mathematicsactivity in each setting is inextricably connectedwith their social practices. In
the workplace mathematics is rooted in the practices and culture so may not be recognised
as mathematics. In a similar vein in social care work theoretical concepts underpinning
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practice may not be recognised as such. Williams and Wake (2007, p. 323) suggest that
conceptsbecomeembeddedwithin the semiotic tools of the workplace setting, only making
"practical sensein [its] context of activity" in that communal setting.
Also if different workplaces are viewed as having their own idiosyncratic rules and
practices, customary practice in one work setting may be considered inappropriate in
anotherbecauseof differences in goals and procedures(Billett, 2001). This raises issuesfor
the professionaleducationof social care practitioners, due to the variety of work settings, as
previously mentioned.
Since behaviour within the activity system is also influenced by mental models held by
subjects (Sandars, 2005) the belief systems of other practitioners in the work setting
regarding the value and relevance of programmes of social care education also impacts.
Ottoson (2000) and Daley (2002, p. 82) suggest that in professional education what
participants choose to learn, or the level at which they learn it, is affected by both their
level of autonomy and the workplace culture, in particular whether others in their
professional community "sanction, support and affirm the teaming as important in the
professional role" and accept or reject the practitioner's new knowledge. Also relevant is
the beliefs about the relationship between theory and practice. For example, Eraut (2003)
distinguishes between theory being "regarded as a direct guide to action" (p.62) versus
theory being consideredto be an intellectual resource "that aids one's understandingof a
context or an issue" (pp.61-62). He points out that the transfer of theoretical knowledge
when the former view of theory is held is more likely to be problematic and require
"confirming evidencein the new professional context" (p.62). In the next section how the
knowledge from the college setting becomes used and embeddedin the workplace setting
is considered.

Learning Transfer
According to Billett, 2010), individuals' identities and goals both direct their participation
in and their learning from workplace experiences.The self has intentionality that drives it
to learn from experiences. In turn these experiences can transform the self (Billett and
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Somerville, 2004).Thus how individuals interpret the roles of the social care practitioner
and student and the social identities derived from thesewill not only guide their teaming in
college but also application of this teaming in the workplace. So depending on their
motivations there is an expectationthat studentswill take bits from the college curriculum
that suit their needs in the workplace at the time. Beach (2003), using his (1995) study of
Nepali shopkeepersattending adult education classesin mathematics as an example points
out that the knowledge that is seenas useful is taken and transformed in line with practice.
He found that "shopkeepersused the adult education classes to supplementtheir already
existing repertoire of arithmetic strategies with written column algorithms". The
shopkeepersdid not use and quickly forgot "arithmetic operations signs upon completing
the class. The reason for this was that operations signs are not needed for column
algorithms when the practices within the activity make explicit what needsto be done with
the numbers" (ibid, p.49)
The successfulcompletion of a course of professional education does not necessarilymean
that the knowledge gained will be used in the workplace. As outlined in Chapter 3 students
come to the educational process with different learning identities and views of the role of
the student part of which is the approachthey take to learning. While this can change it is
dependenton factors within the college community and other communities in which the
individual is involved, as discussedin Chapter 3. Wertsch (1988 cited in Billett, 2010)
makes the important distinction between masteryand appropriation.
Mastery is viewed as a superficial form of learning that individuals
engage in when subject to socially-derived demands and expectations.
They may not believe in, or even understand, the purpose of the
knowledge they have acquired, but can reproduce it for required
performance. Appropriation, on the other hand, is learning that is more
wholeheartedlyadoptedand engagedin.
(Billett, 2010, p. 43)
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On the other hand, knowledge that the student practitioner brings from college to the
workplace can cause contradictions within the activity systemof the workplace and lead to
expansive learning (Engeström, 2001) and the transformation of practice within that
system. Some of Forrester-Jonesand Hatzidimitriadou's (2006) participants said that their
employers listened to suggestions for practice changes because of the status of the
university course in Community Care Practice they were doing. However, frustration with
work practices due to higher expectations has been reported in studies of social care
education(Karban and Frost, 1998; Vatcher and Coles, 2004).
Beach (2003, p. 42) uses the concept of transition to "understand how knowledge is
generalised,or propagated, across social space and time". "A transition is consequential
when it is consciously reflected on, struggled with" (ibid), and engagesidentities. Thus
when the identities of social care practitioner and student are more integrated practice is
more likely to be transformed.This suggeststhat social identities are not overly threatened
in either setting and opportunities for reflection are provided. Eraut (1994) suggeststhat
professionalsrequire designatedtime to reflect on practice for them to learn from it and for
it to contribute to their professional knowledge. Studies indicate this is not facilitated in
social care practice. For example Smith (2005, p.268) notes incongruity within residential
child care between the importance of reflection and professional judgment and the
structures within which the practitioner must work, where "management push a
competency and best practice agenda". Social care practitioners themselves have reported
not seeing the purposeof "thinking about doing" (Eisikovits and Beker, 2001, p.430) and a
lack of facilitation of reflection through an absence of formal supervision (Heron and
Chakrabarti, 2002b). Even when studying for a qualification in social care students report
time, insufficient resources and workload as factors which prevent them reflecting on
knowledge and using it in practice (Forrester-Jones and Hatzidimitriadou, 2006). The
model of education used can also affect participants' use of reflection. For example,
Nikolou-Walker (2007), in a study of work-based learning within the police service in
Northern Ireland, advocatesthe use of an experiential, group-basedand learner-directed
model of education with assessmentbased in work practices, to enable reflection. On the
other hand research findings in relation to the impact of programmes of social care
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educationhave reported that the college setting encouragesand provides opportunities for
reflection. Vatcher and Cole (2004) report that their participants valued the separation of
their educational programme from the workplace as it enabled reflection on practice.
Karban and Frost's (1998, p. 291) study of thirty experienced residential care workers
undertaking a Diploma in Social Work identified outcomes such as being able "to situate
issues in a wider context" and "reflect on skills" as well as more direct application of
knowledge to practice ("implementation of anti-discriminatory practice").
However because theoretical knowledge becomes embedded in practice and practice
becomesautomated(Williams and Wake, 2007) and "abstracted knowledge" is transformed
in its application (Billett, 2001, p.447) the question of whether practitioners can separate
and articulate the impact of college learning is raised.

Conclusion
In this chapter the concept of professional identity and factors affecting its construction,
such as acting and learning in a particular role in interaction with others and fitting in with
pre-existing identities was examined.Professional identity was found to be impacted on by
the breadth of the profession, differences between professional work settings as well as the
level of autonomy of both the individual practitioner and the profession. In relation to
social care the autonomy of professional is affected by its requirement to both adhere to
social welfare legislation and its legal and educational standing in relation to the main
counter role in the social structure,social workers. Particularly relevant for this study as the
participants are all existing social care practitioners is the nature of and differences between
learning in the workplace and in educational institutions. Occupational learning solely
through participation in workplace practices was analysed and found to be inadequate.
However, the contribution of formal education located in educational institutions carries
with it problems about differences in the nature of knowledge inherent in its practices
compared to that of the workplace. Specific to social care education are disagreements
surrounding an appropriateknowledge baseand educationalmodel, and thus curriculum for
social care education. Then, social care practice is examined as an activity system and
documented differences between this activity system and that of a formal educational
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setting are highlighted in relation to their impact on the transfer of learning from the latter
to the former.

The next chapteroutlines the methodology and researchdesign for the study.

69

M7196791

Learning for Work: Social Identities and Professional Education

Fiona McSweeney

Chapter 5
Methodology and ResearchDesign
Overview of Chapter
In this chapter the methodological approachwhich informs data collection and analysis is
discussedin relation to its suitability to the theoretical framework of identity used, the aim
of the researchand researchquestions.The choice of methods, sampling strategy, and data
collection methodsare then explained as well as how the data was analysed.Finally the role
of the researcherand the validity and reliability of the researchare discussed,along with
ethical considerationsand dilemmas.

Methodological Approach
As the aim of the researchwas to explore how participants interpret the roles of studentand
social care practitioner, construct identities from these interpretations as well as the
interaction between identities formed from these roles, the data generatedneeded to focus
on how participants describe, interpret and understand the meanings of the experience of
being students and social care practitioners, within macro- and micro-social contexts. A
qualitative approach is taken as it "implies a direct concern with experienceas it is `lived'
or `felt' or `undergone"' (Sherman and Webb, 1988, p.7) and allows me to "develop an
understandingof how the world is constructed" for participants (McLeod, 2001, p.2).
The theoretical framework of symbolic interactionism and the literature reviewed on adult
learnersindicate that the interpretationsand constructionsof the role and identity of student
differ among individuals and change throughout the process of education. Also both the
theoretical framework and literature on professional identity and professional education
suggest that there will be variation between people regarding their interpretation of their
professional role, the identity formed and the impact of professional education. As
symbolic interactionism proposes that "people actively construct their world "through talk
[... ], through action, through systemsof meaning, through memory," (McLeod, 2001, p.2),
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a methodology that generatedverbal rather than quantifiable data is appropriate in terms of
the theoretical framework and the research questions. Merrill (1999, p.47) cites Well
(1989), in arguing for the suitability of a qualitative approachto researchfor understanding
the "lived experience"of adult learnersas it "does not pre-define the nature of learning and
adult learners' experiences." A qualitative approachthus has "the capacity to enrich and to
re-define - theory and practice related to adults learning" (Weil, 1989 p. 18 cited in Merrill,
1999 pp.47-48) as well as opening up "new possibilities for understanding" (McLeod, 2001
" (ibid, p.5).
p.4) "feeding into a dialogue between practitioners and researchers.
Qualitative methodological approaches are based on a relativist epistemology, which
acknowledges that "the `findings' being reported are reflexively contextualised and
comprise a truth rather than the truth" (McLeod, 2001 p.38). My role as researcher and
effect on the researchprocessfrom the selection of a topic (Parker, 1994), to writing up the
researchis central. Indeed it could be said that "data does not speak for itself but only
through the interpreter" (Hitchcock and Hughes, 1995, p.324).

Choice of Methods
"The data of qualitative inquiry is most often people's words and actions, and thus requires
methods that allow the researcher to capture language and behaviour" (Maykut and
Morehouse, 1994 p.46). Although interviews were the primary source of data, the decision
to use a variety of methods was made not only to enable triangulation of data but also to
collect "whatever data are available to throw light on the issues that are the focus of the
research"(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995, p.1).
Since the aim of the research was to explore the participants' construction and
interpretation of their social identities of student and worker and the interaction between
these, a natural choice of data collection method was semi-structuredindividual interviews.
Kleinman et al. (1994) suggestthat interviews are a suitable method to permit a researcher
to explore how people adapt or maintain an identity when faced with new experiences.
Interviews provide a way of exploring how participants define their experiences and
interpret them (Murphy et al., 1998), as participants are seen as experiencing individuals
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who actively interpret and construct events (Silverman, 1993). Although, as in all
conversations, interviews can be limited by the participants' willingness and ability to
articulate these experiencesthe relative informality of a semi-structured format allows the
developmentof trust, adaptationof wording and probing the responsesof participants. One
of the advantagesof this semi-structured format was seen as its flexibility, enabling the
adaptation of questions to the responsesof the interviewee and to "document perspectives
not usually represented(or even envisagedby researchers)"(Burman, 1994, p. 51).
A series of interviews rather than a once-off interview was chosen because constructing
identity is an enduring process (Pollard, 2003). As Wilson (1997, p. 364) points out, being
a mature student is a continuous process and "thinking about the experience of being a
mature student does not mean having a unified system of beliefs which tell them how to
react, feel and think". Using multiple interviews also provide the "opportunity to ask
additional questions and to get corrective feedback on previously obtained information"
(Reinharz, 1992, p.37 quoted in Merrill, 1999, p. 51). The participants' concerns and
experiences changed as the course progressed. Also as an interviewer I felt more
comfortable in challenging views and presenting interpretationsto participants as the series
of interviews progressedand a relationship developed with participants. In addition the use
of multiple interviews allowed the development of trust between interviewer and
interviewee and assistedtransparency (Ball, 1990), resulting in less concern on the part of
the participant "to present self as a competent member of the community" (Murphy et al.,
1998,p. 121), in this casea competent studentand social care practitioner.
Interviews are recognised as interactive processes in which participants and researcher
construct individual and collective subjectivities (Rapley, 2001). While the primary aim of
my researchwas to understandthe participants' interpretation of roles and identities it has
to be acceptedthat a particular situational identity was being negotiated and portrayed to
me as both lecturer and researcher.Hammersley (2003, p. 123) argues "the fact that they
(interviews) are artful productions, that they will often be shapedby concerns about selfpresentationor persuasion"doesnot necessarilyinvalidate the data collected. The approach
taken in this study is that the data generatedby interviewing, while affected by the context
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and perceptions of the interviewer, was representative of the participants' reality, what
Melia (1997) referred to as a participant's `plausible story'.
Since I was in a position to conduct observations in the classroom setting a series of
observations were used to supplement and provide a focus for interviews. Observations
were unstructuredand focused on the behaviour and interaction of participants during class
with the aim of generating additional data to supplement and compare with that from the
interviews. As discussed in Chapter 3, the behaviour of students during classes, in
particular their tendency to ask questions and participate in class discussion, can be
indicative of students' interpretation of their role of students (Howard and Baird, 2000;
Kember et al., 2003; 2004). While Silverman (1993) argues that it is difficult to study the
meaning of observed actions because of the ambiguity of human action, the intention
behind using observation as a data collection method was to supplement data obtained
through other methods.Although the notes made were brief these were useful in validating
or contradicting data obtained from interviews and gaining a fuller picture of participants
through seeingthem in a situation besidesthe interviews.
The aim behind collecting data through participant diaries was to generate an additional
source of information between interviews, to generatetopics that could be further explored
during interviews and to provide a way of methodological triangulation. (Patton, 1987;
Cutcliffe and McKenna, 1999).

Research Design
Participant Selection
Participants were selectedfrom the intake of first year students from a three year part-time
B.A. (Ord.) in Social Care Practice. These students were practitioners who have experience
in a social care practice setting and continue to work while doing the course.
Initial contact was made with participants in September2004 during a three-day induction
seminar. I facilitated a two hour workshop on Being a Mature Student on the second day
and the researchwas introduced to potential participants at the end of this session.Potential
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participants were made aware that I was also their developmental psychology lecturer. As is
common with qualitative researchthe sampling method was purposive. It was a volunteer
sample (Sealeand Filmer, 1998) and purposive in that selection was made from a group
who fulfilled the eligibility criterion of commencing a course in higher education related to
their work (Silverman, 2005). Thirty-three participants completed the first stage of data
collection, the questionnaire. Of these thirty-three, twenty students (54% of the group)
expressed interest in taking further part in the research but due to students later
withdrawing for a variety of reasons,the final sample size is fifteen.
Six of the fifteen participants are male and nine female. In the class group 30% were male
and 70% female, so there was a larger representationof males in the sample.The age range
at the commencementof my study, was from 22 to 50 years, with a mean of 35.5 years (SD
7.2 years
= 7.2 years). Experience in social care ranged from 2 to 15 years, with a mean of
(SD = 4.8 years). Thirteen participants had prior educational qualifications either from
A Level) and/or postsecondary school (Junior or Leaving Certificate; GCSE or
had an honours B. A. Two
compulsory education (Certificate or Diploma). One participant
participants had no educational qualifications.
All studentswho expressedinterest in participating in the researchwere given a participant
consent form to sign, askedto take it away with them and return it signed if they decided to
participate. Potential participants were told that they would be interviewed three times
throughout the academicyear and askedto keep a diary of their experiencesand feelings as
they progressedthrough the course.
Collection of Data
Questionnaire
During the induction period the students were asked to complete a short open-ended
questionnairewith the following questions:
How would you describeyour past experiencesof education?
o
o
o

Why areyou doing this course?
What areyou most looking forward to about the course?
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What areyou least looking forward to?

o

Where do you think you can get help if you need it?

o

How do you think thecoursewill affectthe restof your life?
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Studentswere informed that they could complete thesequestionnairesanonymously if they
did not want to or hadn't decided whether they wanted to take further part in the research.
Self-completion questionnaires were chosen for the first stage of data collection as a
convenient way of encouraging studentsto reflect on the process of returning to education
and generating topics that could be further explored during interviews. It also allowed
accessto a larger samplethan was possible to interview. The specific questionsrelate to the
initial aim and researchquestionsas outlined in Chapter 1 and were intended to:
o

Obtain some indication of influences from past educational experiences that may
affect participants' orientation to this new experience. As discussedpreviously, the
influence of past learning experiences affect the identity a student forms in a new
situation so information regarding past identity as a learner was consideredimportant;

o

Ascertain whetherthe primary motivation was describedby participants as internal or
external, in the context of the drive for professionalisation within social care, which
again could affect orientation towards the courseand the identity formed;

o

Discover what participants perceived as positive and negative aspects of being
involved in this educational experience,indicating how they initially viewed the role
of the student;

o

Gaugeawarenessof possible sourcesof support in relation to structural factors which
the participant seesas being supportive;

o

Gauge levels of initial reflection on how participation in the course could impact on
their lives andthus identities.

Interviews
First interviews were conducted during November and December 2004. When mutually
convenient dates were being organised for these interviews the participants were given a
list of the topics to be discussed.These were:
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o Managing other commitments - to explore role conflicts and salienceof the student
identity;
o Work-college relationship - to explore the extent to which and how the identifies of
student and social carepractitioner interacted;
o Relationship with work colleagues,family and friends since starting the course- to
explore any changesin social care practitioner identity and role conflicts;
o What was found to be enjoyable about the course- to explore the role of the student
and studentidentity;
o What was found to be difficult about the course- to explore the role of the student
and studentidentity;
o Sourcesof support and help - to explore how structural factors helped or impinged
on the role and identity as student;
o Changing feelings about self and work since starting the course- to explore identity
and changesin identity.
While these topics were generated from the literature (e.g. Morrison, 1992; Davies and
Williams, 2001; Gallacher et al., 2001; Warmingon, 2002) and guided by the research
questions I was aware that they could and did change to some extent due to individuals'
concerns.Though additional topics were explored throughout the interviews I maintained
control to the extent of ensuring that the topics I wanted covered were included. As
Dingwall (1997) notes, an interview, however informal, is not the sameas a conversation as
the interviewer has defined what will be spoken about.
Participants were informed that the interview would take approximately one hour but in
reality they varied from thirty minutes to one hour thirty minutes. The participant decided
the location for the interview, the only criterion being that it would be quiet enough to
allow audio-taping. Interviews were conducted in participants' homes, workplaces and in
the college.
All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. Transcripts were returned to
participants for comment and the opportunity to delete anything they did not want included
76

M7196791

Learning for Work: Social Identities and Professional Education

Fiona McSweeney

in the analysis. In addition to helping ensure respondent validation (Lincoln and Guba,
1985), the participants' reading of the transcripts was considered helpful in using prior
interviews in forming the basis for further discussion, a strategy used by West (1995).
Merrill (1999, p. 52) found in her study of women's experiencesin higher education, that
this strategy was useful in creating a "less exploitative" relationship between interviewer
and participant as well as permitting continuity between interviews". Participants did not
request any deletions from transcripts. However it was evident during interviews that
participants had read transcripts of previous interviews. Participants were also offered a
copy of the audiotapeor voice file subsequentto transcription but none of the participants
availed themselvesof this offer.

Second interviews with participants were conducted during February and March 2005.
These were mainly based on further exploration of topics generatedin the first interview.
The additional topics of preparing for and receiving grades and feedback on assignments
were added as studentsnow had this experience.Assessmentand grading hasbeen reported
to impact on identity (e.g. James, 1995; Davies and Williams, 2001). Again topics to be
covered were given to the participants prior to the interview. One participant requestedthat
she would prefer to conduct the second and third interviews through e-mail so this was
done.

Third interviews were conductedbetween July and September2005, prior to the beginning
of the participants' second academicyear. Again topics for discussion were generatedfrom
preceding interviews. In this interview the development of a distinction between qualified
and unqualified staff was introduced to explore the impact of the courseon interpretation of
the social care practitioner role and identity.

During the summer of 2006, after they completed the second year of the course,
participants were asked to take part in a fourth interview and nine interviews were
conducted. In addition to further exploration of their experiences of studenthood,
professionalism and professionalisation in social care was discussed to explore how
participants viewed this as affecting their role and identity as social care practitioners.
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Dependenton the stageof the academicyear during which the interviews were conducted
discussion arose around various participants' concerns, what Denscombe (1998, p. 127)
refers to "issues of the moment". Some participants also used interviews as fora in which
they could clarify matters such as approachesto essaywriting and referencing.These were
consideredto be due to the dual role of researcherand lecturer and freely discussed.

Diaries
Although four participants gave me diary entries during the first month of the academic
year only one participant kept a diary until the end for the first year. In addition he e-mailed
accountsof experiencesand feelings on these.Another participant initially kept a diary and
then e-mailed me with her thoughts and feelings throughout the academic year. Though
limited, the diaries did provide a useful source of additional information about the
experiencesof theseparticipants.

Observation
Notes were taken after each of the sixteen psychology classes.Due to the difficultly of
facilitating a psychology class and observing students these are brief. As Lapadat et
al.
(2005, p. 13) point out: "A classroom is a seductive setting it draws all of the people in it
into interacting in the moment". However seating arrangements,development
of groups,
interaction of participants and classparticipation were
noted.
Analysis
In common with Cocklin (1996, n.p.) "the process of
analysis became one of the central
dilemmas for my study involving a prolonged
exploration of a number of alternatives."
Though influenced by literature recommending
various approaches (e.g. Miles and
Huberman, 1984; Lamnek, 1989 in Sarantakos, 1993)
the process of analysis was largely
guided by the researchquestions. Data collected was examined for themes that
related to
participants' interpretations of the role of the student and the
role of the social care
practitioner and how the individual participants positioned themselves in
relation to these,
to gain insight into their identities. The participants'
perceptions and interpretation of
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aspectsof the college and work environments and the statedeffects of these on them were
identified as structural factors influencing the identities. Features that appeared to be
important to participants in defining the self and part of both social identities were
identified as being aspects of personal identity rather than specific to particular social
identities.

Analysis and data collection proceededtogether with each interview being transcribed and
examined for themes relating to participants' interpretations roles, identities and influence
of structural factors. Since the aim of the researchwas to develop understanding of the
interpretation and construction of being a student and social care practitioner for
participants this involved "immersion in the meaning-systemsof research participants,
through interviewing and reading and re-reading transcripts" (McLeod, 2001, p. 191) and
examining my reaction to what participants said in an attempt to present a picture of
participants' viewpoints. Initial

interpretations were checked with participants at
subsequentinterviews and used as a basisfor examining continuity and change.
As data collection progressedsimilarities and differences in how participants' described
themselvesin relation to these roles were noted and factors that impacted on thesechanges
were explored. Comparisons between participants' accounts and the literature were made
continuously.
When all the data was collected and transcribed a `story' was written for eachparticipant in
tabular form to illuminate individual interpretation of the roles of student and social care
practitioner and identities in relation to these roles, as well as changesin identities and the
salienceof identities. Cross comparisonbetween participants was then made.

Researcher Role
Hellawell (2006) suggests that the concept of insider/outsider positions in research be
viewed along several dimensions rather than a single continuum, which resonateswith my
experience. Being a staff member in the setting in which the research is conducted
indicated an insider perspective due to familiarity with the mores of the setting. However
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my lack of direct experience in social care practice positioned me as an outsider. This
appearedto serve as an equalising factor during interviews allowing participants to be the
`experts' through their greaterknowledge of the day to day realities of practice.
Though my own experienceof being an adult student did allow for identification with the
feelings and concerns of participants, particularly in relation to time managementand role
conflicts, my educational background is dissimilar to many of my participants as my
undergraduatedegreewas completed as a `traditional' student. However, sharing my own
experiencesand fears helped develop a rapport (Madill et al., 2000) during interviews.

Ethical Procedures and Dilemmas
Permission was first obtained from the Head of Department in which the research was
conductedto approachstudentsto take part in the research.
Cohen et al. (2000) state that the principle of informed consent in social researchconsists
of four elements- competence,voluntarism, full information and comprehension.
Competence
All participants were over the age of eighteen and consideredto be responsible and mature
and thus capableof giving informed consent.
Voluntarism
As stated earlier the sample was a volunteer one where potential participants were informed
of the aims of the researchand invited to take part. Prior to inviting potential participants to
take part in my research they were told that I would also be one of their lecturers and
therefore would be responsible for grading coursework. As discussedbelow this did cause
some ethical dilemmas for me.
Full Information
When seeking
participants the group were told that the aim of the researchwas to explore
their experiences and views on being an adult student and social care practitioner and how
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this changed or not over the first year of their course. Participants were told that the
research was part of a doctorate in education and thus supervisors and examiners could
have accessto data. The possibility of parts of the researchbeing published in academic
journals or presented at conferenceswas also discussed.Participants were told that any
information given during the researchwould not be shared with any other people without
their specific permission and was not. During some interviews participants did make
suggestionson how they felt the course could be improved and their specific permission to
bring this information to the Course Committee was requestedbefore it was shared.

While participants were assured that their names would be changed, the possibility of
identification of individuals due to the small size of the sample and the location of the
research was discussedwith them. The participants' right to withdraw from the research
without explanation was explained. Indeed when requestingpermission to conduct a fourth
interview six participants did not respondand were not followed up.
The topics to be covered during interviews were given to participants at least a week before
each interview and they were told that they were not obliged to talk about any issues they
did not want to. As stated previously, participants were asked to select the location of the
interviews to ensure that they would feel comfortable. All interview transcripts were
returned to participants for commentsand the removal of any part they did not wish to be
used.The end of Year 1 report was given to participants for comment. Participants will also
be offered a copy of the final thesis.
As mentioned previously, the inevitability of interviews being used as fora in which
academic issues could be clarified by participants was accepted.Similarity in age however
led to more personal discussions on occasion with some participants. As Merrill (1999,
p.60) suggests"during the courseof an interview the researcheris likely to find her/himself
undertaking multiple roles; as a researcher,counsellor, advisor or friend. " Although I had
not expected a clear delineation of my roles as lecturer and researcher(Orland-Barak, 2002)
some disquiet arose for me regarding participants receiving more guidance on academic
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writing than their classmatesso I approachedthe group tutors and academicwriting skills
sessionswere offered to the entire group.

Comprehension
All details were explained to participants in languagethey understood and were reiterated
during the data collection process.
Participant Feedback
Cohen et al. (2000) also suggestthat the benefits of taking part in researchare discussed
with participants. While this was not done, some participants expressedenjoyment taking
part in the research, finding both the interviews and their own reflection prior to the
interviews a useful learning tool. Merrill (1999) also reports that her mature student
participants found taking part in her researchof value for reflecting on their lives.
Ethical Dilemmas
Prior to approachingpotential participants and during data collection I was concernedabout
the effect of also being a lecturer and assessorto these students, therefore being in a
position to determine to some extent their successon the course. This was overcome by
ensuring transparencyin grading and providing extensive feedback for course work as well
as encouraging students to question and challenge grades. I was conscious during
interviewing to maintain as much as possible a relationship of equality with regard to
exchanging viewpoints and to offer my personal and professional opinion, if requested,
what Seale (1998) refers to as a feminist methodology. My style of interaction with adult
students has always been one of encouraging discussion, challenging of viewpoints and
sharing of experiences,which I feel facilitated the dual role more successfully than had I
used a more didactic style. There were also advantagesto being one of the participants'
lecturers in that when talking about learning and relevance to the workplace participants
if
were encouragedto use examples from my class and subject to illustrate points made,
they didn't wish to speak about other lecturers.
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Later concernsof identification with students' lives caused some uneaseparticularly when
students sought extensions on submission of assignments.Some participants could have
been trying to use the relationship and my greater knowledge of their personal
circumstancesto obtain favours. As Fontana and Frey (1994) point out close rapport with
participants has its problems. Such requestswere dealt with by refusing to given extensions
personally and referring students who requestedextensions on submission of assignments
for my subject to the group tutors.
Personal dilemma and feelings of disloyalty arose during interviews when students
disparagedmy colleagues' abilities as lecturers or compared their own abilities to thoseof
fellow students. Seale(1998, p. 213) notes that "interviews are also moral arenas,in which
the speaker's own reputation is displayed, sometimes by contrasting this with the
incompetenceor poor behaviour of other people." Also irritation was felt, from my position
as a staff member, when someparticipants complained about what I interpreted to be minor
inconveniences in the organisation of their course. On these occasions I accepted the
participants' views as real to them and explored how this perceived behaviour affected
them, only challenging by sometimesasking them to elaborateon their view of individuals'
roles. My tactic was of "refrain[ing] from direct or overt affiliation with (or disaffiliation
from) the expressedstatementsof [interviewees]" (Heritage and Greatbatch, 1991, p. 114
cited in Rapley, 2001, p.316).

Validity and Reliability
It should be stated at the outset that there is no sure way of assuring
validity but that there are only `notions of validity' [... ] we are dealing
with people's constructions of the world and the researcheris trying to
capture this.
(Hitchcock and Hughes, 1995, p. 324)
As stated previously, the
aim of my research is to explore the interpretation and
construction of the roles and identities of student and social care practitioner in a group of
adult students. Data was collected in only one site and from participants drawn from one
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class group. Thus the question of whether similar findings can be found elsewhere is
debatable,as the social structures of the institution and department impact on the identity
constructed by participants. However the accuracy of data is enhanced by the use of
multiple methods of data collection (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) as well as the data being
collected over a period of time. Commonality is found with the experiences and
constructionsof these students and those reported in existing literature, which according to
Bird et al. (1996) increases the validity of findings. Thus on the one hand it is not
unreasonableto assume that similar findings can be discovered elsewhere, what Bassey
(2001) refers to as `fuzzy generalisation'. On the other hand the dynamic and changing
nature of identity constructedin relation to specific social structures and practices must be
considered. Similarity regarding concerns and difficulties has also been found with later
classgroups.

Conclusion
An interpretative methodological approach was taken to fulfil the aim of exploring the
student and social care practitioner, identities and structural factors that influence these, in
students during their first year of a work-related degree course. Students were invited to
participate at the beginning of their first academicyear. The final sample size was fifteen.
These participants varied with regard to age, commitments, prior educational qualifications
and experiencein social care. Although multiple methods of data collection were used data
was primarily obtained through a series of three guided interviews conducted during the
first and second semesterand at the end of the academicyear and a fourth interview with
nine participants at the end of the second academic year. This longitudinal design is
beneficial as it allows for the development of trust between participant and researcherthus
combating concernswith self-presentationand leading to more candid discussion. The dual
role of researcherand lecturer to participants was advantageousalso in building rapport and
transparency.However it did causefeelings of disloyalty towards colleagueson occasion.
The process of taking part in the research itself became a source of support to some
participants. Also some participants reported that their involvement in the researchled to
greaterreflection on the college experience.Rather than being seenas contaminating data
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collection these factors should be seenas being representativeof the impossibility of not
allowing for researchereffects (Parker, 1994).

In thenextchapterthe findingsof this studywill be discussed.
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Chapter 6
Discussion of Findings
Overview of Chapter
In this chapterthe main findings from my study are presentedand discussedin relation to
existing literature. The presentation of data is organised around the three research
questions, although discussion is included about some of the structural factors that are
found to influence role interpretation and thus identity formed.
"

How is the role of the student interpreted and what structural factors impact on it?

"

How is the role of the social care practitioner interpreted?

"

How do studentidentityandsocialcarepractitioneridentityinteract?

The secondresearchquestion is discussedfirst.

Interpretation

Role of Social Care Worker

Definitions of social care work include notions of care, support, protection and advocacy
(Joint Committee on Social Care Professionals, 2003; Share and McElwee, 2005). In
residential settings social care work involves caring for and building relationships with
clients in their living conditions and using everyday activities as therapeutic interventions
(Anglin, 1999; Davies-Jones,2000; Smith, 2003). Shared characteristics are apparent in
participants' accountsof their concept of social care work mirroring those mentioned in the
literature.

Advocacy
Being an advocate for clients through helping them access services and information is
prevalent in participants' accounts, particularly taking account of the clients' views, as
noted by Lorenz (1994). For example when asked what being a professional social care
worker meant to them one participant responded:
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I see that I'm there to speak for the children who can't speak for
themselves.[... ]I have a responsibility as a professional to speak for the
children after finding out what they want. To put them in touch with the
people who can do what they want.
Damen 1.4"
Another participant said:
People know they can come to me and will get respect and will get
support around using the information, whatever training they need. And I
think being a professional is also about shutting up sometimes,listening to
what people want instead of being full of your own crap. [... ] You can't
always give people what they want but you can consider it and be aware
of it.
Laura L4

Living Environment
For those working in residential care settings a holistic approach to care is evident,
including providing a comfortable living space of the clients, which involves doing
domestic choresalso:
You're supposedto give the children a pleasant environment. And to keep
a home that you would live in yourself
Darren 1.4

I think everything has to work. I always had this belief, the garden, maybe
they don't give a tinker's curse that everything died tomorrow but they see
you working at it. [... ] It is showing that somebodycares. And somebody
is putting somethinginto this house.
Matthew 1.4

171.4indicates that the quote is taken from the fourth interview with the participant. In a similar way L1
indicates the first interview, L2, the secondand 1.3 the third interview.
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Partaking in Activities
Using activities as an opportunity for intervention and esteem building, as suggestedby
Davies-Jones (2000) is found. When asked about work practices, participants mentioned
how they usedtheir own interestsas a way of teaching social skills:
I've an interest in gardening.We have a little garden at the house. And he
[client] has taken a big interest in that and we kind of talk and chat about
that. And fight and argue about what should go in and what shouldn't go
in. His social skills would be very poor. His negotiating skills. I try and
negotiate I don't think that's very nice there. I try to get him to negotiate
and say well actually I do think it is nice there.
Matthew I. 3
And emphasisedthe importance of activities, for example:
I've always acknowledgedthat it doesn't matter to me if it's sport or if it's
art but let it be something.Kids need something else other than their dayto-day thing and they need to be reinforced positively somewhere along
the way.
Gerard L3

Association with Parenting
While it is acknowledged that caring for "other people's emotionally unsettled, if not
disturbed and unhappy children" (Reformatory and Industrial Schools Systems Report,
1970 p. 13) is a more complex undertaking than parenting the organisation of residential
homes for children is similar to that of a family home and there are similarities with the
roles of parents.
One participant refers frequently to parenting his own children, indicating that his identity
as a parent impacts on his identity as a social care practitioner, but he shows growing
awarenessthroughout the course that social care work requires more than skills developed
from being a parent. Cancedda(2001) associatesthe acquisition of qualifications in care
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work with the rejection of the view that caring is basedon maternal instinct for the general
public but it appearsthat it applies also to practitioners. When discussing the impact of
educationon his work practiceshe states:
[... ] you go by what your mother's done and your granny has done and
that's the mindset you go in so you think kids should do this but when you
seeall the different approacheseven though you know bits of it you don't
know why, you don't know how. And it's great. It clears things up for
you.
Darren 14

With other participants the legal context of residential care which differentiates
residential care work from parenting is noted, also showing cognisance of the
constraintstypical of welfare stateprofessions(Brante, 1990):
You have to learn that things are different to the way you might deal with
kids at home `cos you have to be more conscious of legalities and
protection and that kind of thing.
Brenda I. 4

Care and Relationship Building
In particular the notion of care is prevalent in health and social care professions (e.g. Gould
and Harris, 1996; Clouder, 2003).

When asked about the nature of social care work caring about others and a willingness to
help others is seenas central:
Showing that you care is very important.
Matthew L4
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It is literally are you able to care for people. Do you have the personality
that can get in the middle of someone's life problems and be there for
them?
Paul L4

Relatedto providing care for others is the ability to build relationshipswith clients:
The most essential thing about being a good social care practitioner is
relationshipsand the individual's ability to build a relationship.
PaulL4

A lot of it [social care work] is basically down to the relationship.
Gerard 14

Three of the fifteen participants did not work in residential childcare and while
understandingand meeting the needs of clients is apparent in their interviews, care and
relationship building is not, indicating that this is more applicable to the role of the social
care worker in a residential setting where workers share the life-space of clients. Barneset
at (2000) suggest the practice setting as well as the professional group will affect
understanding of the professional role and Clouder (2003) found differences between
occupational therapists in their view of their role in different settings. It is apparent that
relationship building is more central to residential social care work than in other practice
settings.
Related to caring is commitment to the work, meaning putting the needs of the clients
before your own, concurring with the client-centred approach discussedby Knorth et al.
(2002) and Hallstedt and Högström (2005). This is seen as an element of being
professional. A lack of commitment is viewed as being harmful. In residential childcare
commitment to the clients is important as the young people can have trust and relationship
difficulties:
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I'm really very strong that if you don't like the work get out of the work.
You do more harm by being there if you don't like it. Serious harm `cos
for the lads it's another person that they don't trust.
Matthew L4
But also in community settings:
I find it very difficult to work with people who put their own reputation
and politics first [... ] because it often stands in the way of the work that
we are paid to do. If it wasn't for the clients and difficult communities and
disadvantagewe would not be here. And if you're not doing the best for
these people get the hell out regardlessof what salary you're on. Get out
`cos you're just causing more harm.
Laura I. 4

Origin of Qualities
While commitment, care and the ability to build relationships are core features,a difference
with regard to the origin of these qualities is found among participants. When questioned
about how one becomes a professional social care worker a variety of reasonswere given
by participants. Someseethem as inherent in the person. As one participant states"I've had
the talent first" (Peter 1.1).

Others see the qualities as being developed through general life experiencesin line with
Billett and Somerville's (2004) view that the self is transformed through learning from
experience: "through my own upbringing, my standards in life, my willingness to help
others [... ]. I think life experience is the main element [... ]" (Jane I. 4). Still others
emphasiselearning through practice and watching others, and these attributes as being
gradually learned:
F: How does a person becomea professional, do you think?
J: I think you do your apprenticeship. It's coming in. It's listening to
people that have a bit of senseabout them. Watching how they work. It's
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doing the dishes. It's doing the chores. You see what's going on. [... ]
You watch the dynamic and you get in and do your little bit. [... ] You
do what you can do. All just slowly.
Jean 1.4

Along with commitment, professional social care work is seen as requiring selfawarenessand reflection on practices:
Certainly you can be very poor as a child care worker and have great
potential if you are preparedto look at yourself. You grow into it. Like a
lot of work you grow into it.
Gerard 14

All participants agreethat qualities such as caring and relationship building are not learned
through formal education:
F: How doeshaving a degreecontribute to being professional?
J: I honestly don't know `cos I know ones I have worked with in the past
who came in and said `well I have a degree in sociology, psychology
and I have my degree in psychotherapy' and I am [saying to myself]
but you haven't a fecking clue how to managepeople.
Jane L4

You can go in with the theory and you still don't know how to relate to
people.
Paul 14

The participants in my study view qualities such as being able to care, build relationships,
advocate for clients and commitment to their work as being central to the role and identity
of social care workers. For residential social care work it is also part of their role to provide
a comfortable living environment and use their own interests in doing activities with the
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young people. These qualities are seenas being either inherent in the person or developed
through work and general life experiences rather than partaking in education. This
reasoning could indicate some element of defending themselves as participants compare
themselvesto a counter-role of the social care worker who gains the qualification prior to
full-time work.
Counter-role of Younger Social Care Worker
Burke and Tully (1977) suggestthat roles need to be understoodin relation to counter-roles
that exist within the social structure. A counter-role found in participants' accounts is that
of the social care worker who completes the qualifying course directly from second level
educationand thus is relatively inexperiencedbefore commencing work. While participants
were not specifically asked about direct entry students seven comparedthemselvesto them,
perhaps for reasons of self-verification. Contradictions were apparent in these accounts
particularly in relation to age, as participants themselves had begun working in social care
at a similar age, without any qualifications. Yet, age is seenas a significant factor:
I find that now when we have students coming out they are too close to
the ageof some of the kids and they make friends before they do anything
else.
Darren L2

You now have a situation where you have direct entry, young people
coming and training to be child care workers. They'd be better off training
to be an adult.
Gerard I. 4

Having experience in the workplace is seen as facilitating learning as it allows the
application to practice:
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F: So you think it is easierto do the course when are that bit older?
G: I'd find it very hard to imagine how the course is run with no
experience, at the direct entry level. [... ]..I would not be able to be
apply any of my learning.
Gerard iI

Also discovering whetheryou want to do the job:
And I have to think it's more stressful for direct entry students who are
learning everything and then have to walk into a unit. It has to be horrific
really. `Cos we had some students who came over to us and we had a
really volatile time between January and February. The unit was destroyed
[... ]. She [a student] just had one or two little experiencesthat she said no
she's decided it's not the work for her. So I do think it's better if you can
get the experiencefirst and then go in and do the course.
Brenda L4

The position taken by most participants is that experience should precede or accompany
training, thus strengthening the status of their role and identity compared to the counterrole:
I would like that when people come in from direct entry from college or
from schools that they didn't come and do their degrees with the block
placements.I'd much prefer that they came into units and maybe over five
yearsthat they did the degreethat way.
Paul l. 4

I think maybe the mature studentthing may be the best way to go about it.
That you work for a particular period of time first.
Gerard I. 4
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A related counter-role is createdby some participants basedon a perceiveddivide between
`academic' and `practical' related to the differentiation between the `knowing how to'
environment of the workplace and `knowing about' environment of the college
(MacDonald and Stratta, 1998; Martin, 2003) or the ideal world of educationas opposedto
the `real world' of practice (Adams et al., 2006). This could be due to concernsabout being
seen as able in their work regardlessof performance as a student thus maintaining selfverification of the occupational identity. Bamber and Tett (2000) suggest professional
education can lead to critical examination of work practices and readjustment of
professional identity. While more participants referred to a division in the first two
interviews two participants maintained the split. These participants seem resistant to any
change in their professional identities or acceptanceof college having an impact. For
example when I asked Peter whether he found any impact of studying on his work, he
statedthat he felt better able to expresshimself at workplace meetings but qualified this by
saying "I don't know whether college has given me a confidence with words", but then
referred to a division betweentheory and practice as he had in previous interviews:
What I have seenover the years and I'm sure I'll continue to see is people
who are very academic and very good at theoretical stuff but on a practice
level I would say that I am streetsaheadof them. [... ] Dealing with issues,
problems, relating. Whereas someonewho may have the qualification, or
qualifications as long as your arm but put them in the real world of
residential care and what it brings up wouldn't deal with it as effectively
and I possibly can or have done.
Peter l. 3
Another participant, Sharon also kept her ability to do her job and knowledge of
theoretical underpinnings separate:
I think I'm very, very good at my job but don't ask me any questions on
theoretical stuff `cos I'm just going to freeze.
Sharon I. 3
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In summary, though not being asked about younger students seven of the fifteen
participants compared themselvesto this counter-role, verifying themselves in both work
and education. While a theory/practiceor academic/practicaldivide was referred to in early
interviews by twelve participants two participants did not integrate college material with
work throughout the data collection period. A factor that could influence students'
willingness to integrate identities is that of perceived support from the workplace, which
will be discussedin the next section.

Structural Factors impacting on Role and Identity
Workplace Support
Though the importance of educationand possessionof a professional qualification has been
continuously emphasised in social care work in Ireland since the publication of the
Reformatory and Industrial Schools SystemsReport in 1970, for both improvements of
standards in service provision (CARE, 1972) and the status of social care workers
(Williams and Lalor, 2000) variation in the support provided to participants undertaking
the course by their workplaces is reported. The compulsory nature of the course is
mentionedby someparticipants when discussingmanaging the course:
It's political. I have to have it [the degree] if I'm going to stay in the work.
I know I do. [... ] That's what our union has done on us. They've signed
us into this degree.
Jeanl. l

I want to get the degree so my wageswill go up. So I suppose that is the
carrot at the end of the stick.
Susan1.3

Though Boud et al. (1985) suggest learners' intentions can influence their approach to
education and Foote (1951) proposes that having a role imposed on a person leads to
apathetic role performance the relationship between education being mandatory and
engagementis not clear-cut. While the majority of participants cited the requirementto gain
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a qualification as one of the primary reasons for enrolling in the course initially, they
demonstrateddifferent levels of engagementand willingness to appropriate course material
into their work. This change in view could be seen as representativeof identity change
(Blair et al., 1995) or an absenceof a relationship between motivations for commencing the
course and the interpretation of the role of student and subsequentstudent identity. It is
perhapsmore likely that the intentions of the participants are more complex, as suggested
by Lea and West (1995) and Illeris (2003), who suggeststhat adult learners motivations in
educationareintricate and ambivalent.

Someresentmentis evident about perceived lack of financial and other supports:
I have issues about them not paying my full fees. I think in some ways
they're very good at telling you, you must do this professional approach,
but when it comes to actually stumping up they take a back seat.
Gerard 7.1
As well as appreciationof support:
All of them [managementand work colleagues] are really supportive. I'm
really, really lucky. [... ] I'm probably one of the luckiest in the whole
group in terms of time, support, finance, everything.
Sharon L3

Therefore while Ottoson (2000) and Daley (2002) propose that the behaviour of those in
the professional community impacts on the individual's learning in professional education
it does not appearthat perceptions of support from the workplace affects engagementor
orientation. The participants' judgements of their own abilities and view of the relationship
between theory and practice are found to be a greater influence, which will be discussed
below, along with other aspectsof their interpretation of studentrole.
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of Role of Student

Identification of Self asStudent
As found by Merrill (1999), with her part-time student participants, and with the workrelated learners in the Learning Journeys Report (n.d.), two participants did not identify
themselves as students at the beginning of the course. This is likely to be due to the
newness of this social identity and the busynessof their lives causing this part of it to be
segmented. When asked how they managed the different parts of their lives, these
participants said:
But I find it hard sometimesto relate to myself as a student. If you ask me
Friday night what I do I would nearly have to stand back and say oh yeah
I'm studying as well.
Gerard L2

[Attending college more often] would make you feel more that you were
in college. When I'm planning my week college is an add-on at the end of
it becauseit is probably one of the smaller parts.
Dermot I. 1.

Presentation of Self
In her study of female part-time students, Morrison (1992) discusses concerns her
participants had about how to presenthim/herself when beginning a course of study. Some
participants refer to concerns about how to presentthemselvesin their new role as student,
suggestinginitial uncertainty about expectationsof the role, particularly with regard to how
involved they should be in class. Questions about such concerns were not asked
specifically. Staff have been documented to expect adult student to participate in class
(Lynch and Bishop Clark, 1998; Kelly, 2005) therefore this concern could be due to this
expectation. As discussed in Chapter 3 the expectations of others in the learning
environment are transmitted to the student through pedagogical practices (Edwards and
McKenzie, 2005; Sandars,2005):
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You're trying to wonder should I stay quiet or should I try and join a
group to study. Talk so everybody notices me.
Matthew I. 2

But like I was quite conscious at the beginning [pause]. You know with
people saying what's college like. [I said] `well there's no dickheads
trying to take over the class and constantly talking and all that'. Am I
turning into that? But like [... ] you could split the group in half. You have
the people on one side who get involved, who discuss things and you have
the other half, the other people who just don't. And I was saying to myself
if I'm in that group am I one of the ones [pause] who takes over?
Damen 1.1

One participant, Peter, quickly takes on an identity of the classjoker, fitting with his stated
identity as a `people person' as well as, perhaps, compensating for expressedfears about
college. Kelly (2005) found that mature studentsmay disguise their fears through behaviour
giving the impression of confidence. He describes his feelings towards the course as
"daunting" and says he is "not particularly looking forward to it". However, "the craic'8
and everything is fine. You'll notice that I'm the messerat the back" (Peter I. 1).
Prior Learner Identities
The framework of symbolic interactionism statesthat when entering a new situation, initial
behaviour is based on the identity used, selected from the repertoire of active and latent
identities. This identity is then adapted, based on the responsesof others in the social
situation (Burke and Franzoi, 1988). Prior experience of education is documented as
affecting the initial student identity, particularly when these have been negative (e.g.
Crossan et al., 2003; Johnston and Merrill, 2004; Haggis, 2004). While some of the
participants described their prior experience of education as being negative this did not
appearto impact on their early engagementwith their present course. While Jane clearly

'8 Fun particularly relating to being amusing company.
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stated she had some negative experiencesin school she maintained a positive attitude to
learning:

When I was growing up teachers didn't bother with you if you didn't
catch on. You were thick and you sat at the bottom of class and that was
it. You were left there and ignored.
Jane l. l

I struggled through secondaryschool.
Tina I1

Other participants describedthemselves as practical as opposed to academicbasedon their
previous education. As will be discussed below this affected their orientation towards
specific modules and their view of how relevant they are to social care work.
Moore (2004) points out that the definition of oneself as practical or academic due to
successin school needs to be considered within the socio-historical time period in which
the individual lives. When educational possibilities are limited a short initial education is
not necessarilyseenas being connectedto a lack of ability. As discussedin earlier chapters,
strategieshave been put in place over the last decade to increase participation in higher
education in Ireland resulting in a steady increase in the admission rate for both school
leaversand mature students(O'Connell et al., 2006).
For some participants going to college was not an option when they were in secondary
school and did not impact on judgementsof their ability.

Collegewasnot evendiscussedin secondaryschoolfor somereason.You
know I would havebeenin the secondhigheststream.I suggestedin the
one careerguidanceclassI had three[possiblecareers],aprisonofficer, a
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journalist and a guard'9 and she [teacher]said that being a journalist is just
pie in the sky for you. English was the one subject that I was good at. I
just went well it must be and never even thought about it. Lucky enoughit
didn't get me to a point where I didn't believe in myself or anything.
Gerard I. 3

The useof previous studentidentities is found to be mediatedby the time lapse since being
in educationand the contrast between the skills neededin the college situation and previous
educational situations. When talking about the learning skills required in college,
participants referred to the contrast with prior learning experiences:
F: Are we as lecturers assumingtoo much of mature studentsbecausethey
are adults?
M: Yeah, yeah. The last exam I did was the Inter. Cert20.How far back
was that and we didn't do much referencing there.
Matthew L2

F: So how areyou finding it?
C: Finding it a bit stressful. Not used to it. I left school when I was 15. I
did my Junior Cert. It was called the Inter. then. And that was that.
Barely passedthat. [... J When I went back to do my Level 221training
it was grand. I did essaysand I did exams. Nothing like this becauseif
was just Level 2 childcare. [... J But college is completely different.
Catherine I. 1

For some participants who completed secondary school, or had previously experienced
higher education, these achievementsare seenas representativeof a level of ability. One
19Police officer from the Irish word for a police officer, garda.
20The participant is referring to the Intermediate Certificate completed after three years of secondary
education at age 15 or 16.
'' The participant is
referring to FETAC (national awarding body for further education and training) Level 2
Childcare Course. FETAC Level 2 is measuredat Level 5 of the National Framework of Qualifications
whereasthe degree course the participant is doing is at Level 7. See
httv: //ww-w.nfq. ie/nfq/en/frame action/documents/NQAIFANENGLISH. pdf
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participant usescompletion of the leaving certificate examination as a measureof a level of
ability, expressing concern about failing as he "did the leaving cert" (Darren 1.1) unlike
other students,suggestingthat his initial student identity includes judging himself as being
academically able basedon this measure.Prior successin situations leadsto expectationsof
similar success in new comparable situations (Markus and Nurius, 1986). Another
participant states that his prior experience of higher education means "it's not that jump
from secondaryschool to college for me" (Dermot 1.1). He refers to skills acquired through
previous experienceof higher education:
When I'm reading stuff I'm much more able to go to the bits I need and
cut out the other stuff. Read the conclusion and then read back on the bits
you need to know.
Dermot l2

Paul, who already has a degree, contrasted his behaviour now to when he was a younger
full-time student using the counter-role of younger student to interpret the role and identity
of the mature student:
F: Do you find it stressful?

P: I don't. I seemto be fairly well organisedthis time and I've donea
degreebefore.I did everythingat the last minute,didn't do any of the
reading.I did aslittle aspossibleandall that.
Paul l. l

While Meyer and Shanahan (2001) suggest that students come to college with both
knowledge about specific subjects and general beliefs about the nature of knowledge and
learning I found that participants' existing learner identities included judgements of their
specific abilities and thus orientation towards specific modules on the course as well as
what they say as being useful for social care work.
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For example Susan, who describes herself as practical as opposed to academic,based on
her having completedthe Leaving Certificate Applied as opposedto the Leaving Certificate
Established, says that the courseshould focus more on practical skills directly relevant to
`work on the floor' in residential social care rather than what she seesas more theoretical
modules. When discussing the relationship between the course content and her work she
says:
They [sociology and social policy] do have an impact but they don't on
the floor. So I just don't see the relevance really becauseprobably I'm a
more practical person, than learning about this history and that. That's
why we're going to college so why are we learning something that is not
so relevant.
SusanLI
Paul, who judges his learning strengthto be in "waffly subjects [...j where you add a bit of
opinion", seeslittle significance in modules where there is "fiddly detail" and "facts" to be
remembered:
[... ] certainly health and well being some of the levels of detail that we
seem to be expected to do for the course are not levels of detail that we
would ever practise.

Paul l. 2
Laura, who describes herself as being poor at mathematics in school, discusses her
difficulties in doing an examination in law:

22The Leaving Certificate Applied is offered in some schools in Ireland as an alternative to the more
academically orientated Leaving Certificate Established. It is designed for studentswho do not wish to
proceed directly to third level education or for those whose needs,aspirations and aptitudes are not adequately
catered for by the Leaving Certificate Established or who choosenot to opt for it. The programme is
administered and assessedby the StateExaminations Commission as is the Leaving Certificate Established.
Seehtty: //wwv. examinations.iefindex.php?l=en&mc=ca&sc=sd for more details.
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I remember writing for law and it's just like writing maths.It's absolutely
logical. Just bit by bit. There is no deviation. There is no flourishing it.
There's no sticking in descriptions and details. [... ] It drains me. [... ] It's
like writing with your left hand when you're right handed.
Laura L4

Impact of Relationship with Work and Social Care Worker Identity
Developing a student identity needs to be consideredin relation to the work-related nature
of the course.For some participants, performance as a student is perceived as being related
to performanceas a social care practitioner, complicating the formation of student identity.
As illustrated by the quote below, this participant is concerned about his presentation to
others as a competent social care worker. This is seen as related to his workplace
concurring with the view that understanding of the professional role and professional
identity is developed from interaction in the practice setting (Barnes et al., 2000).
Consequently judgements can be made between practice settings with regard to
professionalism:
We all come from different units and we're saying are these doing the
sameas we're doing. Are they handling situations as we're doing? Are we
as professional as they are? She seemsto be talking a very professional
type of language.You're kind of sussingeverybody out.
Matthew L2

Performance as a student is perceived by some participants as indicative of their
performance as a social care practitioner indicating that self-efficacy as a social care
worker also at stake:
You're thinking to yourself when you're writing that if I write this she's
going to think I'm crap at my job. That's what you're thinking.
Laura I. 2
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The interaction between the two social identities affects behaviour. For example from
observation in class on 21' September 2004 1 noted that one participant, Gerard,
consistently questioned and argued in a debate on the topic that childhood is a cultural
construction as well as questioning the scientific validity of psychological research and
theories. While Gerard's willingness to initiate discussion and ask questions during class
canbe interpreted ashim viewing his role as a student as being one where he is responsible
for his own learning (Howard and Baird, 2000; Kember et al., 2003; 2004) comparison
with the following extract from the first interview indicates that his behaviour is also
indicative of protection of his social care worker identity:

G:

Psychology,your oneparticularlyI wasdreading.I think 15 or 20
yearsin socialcareyou just tendto think oh what thelatesttheory.
[... a.

F:
G:

Becauseyou're seeing it in practice day in day out you can't teachme?
Yeah that's right. We tend to think that we know it all anyway.
Gerard Li

Other participants, as discussedearlier, separatedthese identities and performances by
emphasisinga division between academic and practical.

Disciplineand Organisation
The greatestcommonality among participants in their interpretation of the role of a student
was found in relation to the need for discipline, organisation and routine. Literature on
views and expectations of adult learners by staff indicate that self-direction and selfmanagementare found (Haggis, 2002; Hafford-Letchfield, 2007) so these aspectsof the
All fifteen
student role could be due to students' judgments of staff expectations.
fitting the course
participants referred to this early in the course, when askedhow they were
into their lives, measuring themselves in relation to their interpretation of what was
required:
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I have to get on a roll. I have to get some sort of routine sorted out. [... ]
Maybe becauseyou haven't been in school for a few yearsyou get out of
the doing somethingevery day thing.
Laura II

I supposeit's just disciplining myself to do the bit of work every night. I
supposeto set a realistic thing and try and stick with it.
CatherineI. 1

Time managementis still an issuethough I am beginning to feel that
progressis being made.
Paul Diary 12`hOctober

The emphasison time managementand discipline could have been exacerbatedby me, the
interviewer, being a member of academic staff.

Academic Language
Concern about the use of academic language was another common theme found in
participants' interviews. The role of the student, particularly in the initial stages of the
course, is interpreted as involving using a particular vocabulary. The perceived language
differences between everyday life and the academic environment have been reported as
causing concern to adult studentsin higher education (Murphy and Fleming, 1998; Merrill,
2001). Discussion with participants suggestedthat it was a lack of confidence in their
ability to expressthemselves contributed to this concern.For example:
F: Yeah putting it in your own words because I can say look I know Catherine
understandsthis but if it was more of your words.

C: Yeah.I know whatyou meanyeah.
F: Em I would really know that you understandit but I think it is a confidence
thing. Like you did your psychology essaybut when you did it again you used
your own words and now I know shedoes understandit.
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C: You know I think it is too Fiona being in college. When I have these
expectations,when people have theseexpectationsof all these words and I'm a
simple straight person and I use simple words. And I'm saying will those
simple words do?
Catherine 12

Participants varied in the extent to which they realised that `everyday' languagecould be
usedin writing suggestinga growth in confidence in their own abilities and performance:
I would say I feel more confident in being able to take time and try and
translate it into my own words. Whereas at the beginning I just thought I
had to do all big words.
Jane i. 2

Concerns about how to written expression continued throughout the second year of the
coursefor one participant:
Sometimesyou're writing in an exam saying how do I get my point across
in the most articulate way instead of just saying it in baby languagewhere
it makes sense.
Laura I. 4

Understanding and Retention
Being able to understand and retain information was also evident in most participants'
accounts, in agreement with other studies (e.g. Brookfield,

1999; Leathwood and

O'Connell, 2003; Moore, 2004). The expectation of retention was not related to the
assessmentmethod for the module. These comments were given in response to general
questions about how they were finding the course, rather than when asked about
assessment.Again this may be due my being one of their lecturers:
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I find the readings very difficult. `Cos I sit down and read ten pagesand
maybe it's just the first paragraph that I have retained. The rest of it is
gone. And I haven't got a clue what I just read.
Susan1.1

[... I it's like I'm reading it fine but ask me what's in it now I couldn't tell
you. I could tell you basically what it's about but that is it.
Brenda I. I

Asking for Help
Cocklin (1991) points out that being in control and being independent are commonly
associated with adulthood, which may affect mature students asking for assistancewhen
required. This is found among the participants in this study as only one of the fifteen stated
that shewould have no problem approaching college staff for help:
F: If you had a problem, an academicproblem, who would you go to?
D: I don't know I think it would dependon the... I probably wouldn't go
to anyone, I, I'm not great at asking for help. I'd be slow enough. I
have this image of I should be able to do it myself. Maybe it's just like
admitting you have a weakness.
Darren L1

F: Soif you hadan academicproblemor whateverwherewould you go?
G: Em rm not great at asking for help you know. I'd be slow enough.I suppose I
would go to the lecturer eventually ehem you know I have this image of I
should be able to do it myself kind of thing.
Gerard 1.1

Reflection
Despite writers on professional education and practice emphasising the importance of
critical reflection (e.g. Quicke, 2000; Queeny, 2000; Parton, 2003; Yielder, 2004) the least
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common element found in the interpretation of the student role is being open to new ideas
and reflecting on them. As Eisikovits and Beker (2001) report many social care workers do
not reflect on their practices:
It's great to go back and get your mind expanded or get pushed around a
little bit by ideas.
Dermot7.1

I would maybe have been of the school of opinion of what can you learn
in college, you know this is real life but I suppose that part of being
reflective again is that I didn't find any module or any course not
completely unrelated to what I was doing. Maybe that was just me. My
ability or my willingness to try and incorporate it.
Gerard L3

Eraut (1994) suggeststhat professionals require designatedtime to reflect on practice for
them to learn from it and for it to contribute to their professional knowledge. The lack of
facilitation of reflection within the structures and organisation of social care practice is
documented(Heron and Chakrabarti, 2002b; Smith, 2005). The participants who see part
of the student role as being open to new ideas also see college as a space in which they
have the opportunity to reflect on their role as social care workers, as found by Vatcher and
Cole (2004). The incorporation of reflection into the student role could also be affected by
structural factors, particularly, the teaching methods and assessmentpractices within the
college. Nikolou-Walker (2007) suggeststhat to enable work-related learnersto reflect on
work practices the learning environment and assessmentmethods must facilitate this. As
discussedbelow, participants moved from a meaning to achieving orientation to cope with
the workload. Alternatively this finding could be due to the timing of data collection as it is
possible that participants becamemore reflective in their final year of the course.
In conclusion, for a minority of students there were early concerns about how to present
themselves as a student and others did not identify with the new role. While prior
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experiencesof educationwere varied previous negative experiencesdid not impact on early
engagementwith the course. Instead previous successeswere seenas representingability,
which for one participant contributed to a fear of failure. The effect of prior learner
identities was seen in participants' views of specific modules and judgements of the
relevanceof these to social care work. Examining the affect of the social care practitioner
identity on the development of the student identity suggeststhat presentation of self as a
competent social care worker complicates the formation of a student identity. The most
common featuresof the studentrole concur with those found in literature on adult learners,
these being the need for discipline and organisation, as well as concerns about retention
and academiclanguage.In spite of the coursebeing work-related the least common aspect
of the student role found was reflection on college material and practice. Despite voiced
concerns and worries only one participant stated that she would approach staff for
assistance.The next section focuses on the structural factors in society and the college
which are identified as affecting the role interpretation and identity as a student.

Structural Factors Impacting on the Student Role
SocietalValue of Education
Burke and Franzoi (1988 p. 559) suggest that "behaviour can only be understood within a
particular situational context". They propose that the situation consistsof two factors, one
of which is "the location or place defined by social conventions" (p.561) which, in my
study, is a social sciences department in a third-level institution The social meanings
attachedto third-level education are therefore significant. In Ireland participation in higher
education and possessionof a third level qualification are valued (Dunne, 2002; Share et
al., 2007). Most participants valued being in college, particularly as it was not an
opportunity available to them when they were younger:
F: Do you feel more confident in yourself or less confident in yourself?
C: Em, I feel a bit more. This soundsreally silly. I feel a bit more
important becauseI'm in college. I know people slag me but because
I'm a mature student I'd say yeah. Becausewhen I was in primary
school I would have never thought of going to college.
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Catherine 1.1
F: Is there anything elseyou want to say?
R: No just I'm absolutely thoroughly enjoying myself. I love walking into
college and I love walking up the stepsgoing I'm in college.
Ruth I. 2

One participant however, appearsto resist the social value of higher education,using the
association between education and employment common in policy documents (Collins,
2000; Dunne, 2002) to explain his position:
I'm not ashamed that I don't have any qualifications. I've never been
unemployedin my life. I have a brain in my head and I have principles.
Peter 1.1

For anotherparticipant the experienceof college changeshis viewpoint:
Yeah there is a certain sense, I'm glad that I engaged with university
becauseI supposeI was missing in some ways from my CV that I wasn't
honestenoughto saythat it probably bothered me more.
Gerard 1.3

College Environment and Impact on Identity
The secondcomponent of a situation, identified by Burke and Franzoi (1988), is the "set of
social relationships and expectations within which people find themselves" (p.561). In a
similar view Sandars (2005, p.194) refers to dynamic interaction between "socially
embeddedinfluences" in an activity system or community and the beliefs of individuals.
These includes the participants' interpretations of what is expected of them as students of
social care practice, transmitted through relationships with staff and eachother, as well as
the measurementof their performanceas students.
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Relationships with Staff
As identity is formed in interaction with others in a social context or system relationships
with staff have been reported to have a significant impact on the student identity formed.
Factors such as approachability, support and respect for adult status are found in the
literature (e.g. Gallacher et al., 2002; Johnston and Merrill, 2004; Leung and Kember,
2005).

In my study relationships with staff were generally seen positively, in particular expected
respectfor adult status:

F: Did you feel that, you know you came into the college with some experienceas
a social care practitioner. Did you feel that in lectures that this was valued?
T: Yeah I noticed becauseI was at a courseprevious. I was in a two year
course and I went in like not knowing anything and going in as a
mature student and having a bit of experienceand I kind of noticed the
difference between the lecturers. They had some kind of respect for
you
Tina I. 3
F: Did you feel supportedin your first year in college?
D: [... ] I found the lecturers grand. [... ] people didn't treat you like an
idiot. The expectation is there that you know a certain amountof stuff.
You're treated like an adult. Now I've been to college and you're
treatedlike a child, which is very off-putting.
Dermot L3

It is unlikely that participants' responseswere due to concern about talking about my
colleaguesin the interviews as criticisms and complaints were made, which as discussedin
Chapter 5, caused me some personal concern. The lack of provision of information was at
times, seenas an issuefor someparticipants, particularly becauseof the part-time nature of
the course:
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If we're only there one day a week we don't have the time to go around
finding out information.
SusanI. 3

At the end of the secondyear participants were more able to source information themselves
and appearto feel more in control of the environment:
But I didn't really want to complain last year. That a difference too. I felt I
know what to do and I know I can ask. And if I don't ask it's my fault.
Jean 1.4

ClassInvolvement
Staff perceptionsof adult studentsinclude seeing them as more likely to participate in class
(Lynch and Bishop-Clark, 1998). Adult students themselves are also reported to expect at
least acknowledgement,of their experiencesas respectfor their adult status (Johnston and
Merrill, 2004), if not the use of practice examples and discussions to assist in linking
theory and practice (Bishop-Clark and Lynch, 1992). For my participants involvement in
classthrough discussion is seen as being representativeof being treated like an adult and
helping learning, as well as maintaining interest:
I find at times that I'm being treated like a school kid in some classesand
I don't particularly think I learn much from the session.In other classesI
feel more relaxed and involved becausethere is room for discussion and
questions.
Peter Diary 19thOctober

F: The powerpoint shouldn't be the lecture but should be a focal point that
you talk around?
J: Yeah and I think the best way of learning anything is hearing other
people's views. For me that gives lots. Otherwise it's just big academic
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words that went straight over my head. Hearing other people saying
what they thought it was makes it fall into place.
Janel. 3

F: How are you finding the course?

B: [...] Sociology is just going out the window [... ] there's not enough
discussionfor me. I like discussion in class `cos it keeps me interested.
Brenda 1.1

While it is suggested(Kember, 2001; Kember et al., 2003; 2004) that orientations towards
learning vary between novice and experienced students, with experienced students
expecting more discussion and an equal and interactive relationship with lecturers, there
was no difference found in my study between participants who could be categorised as
novice or experienced.None could be classified as reproductive learners with regard to
views on class interaction, even during the early months of the course.However as the first
is
identity of adulthood is seento
year progressesand greaterconfidence gained the social
increasingly impact on student identity. The literature reports that adult students often
differentiate themselves through negotiating different rules from `traditional' students
(Cocklin, 1991), such as determining "their own attendance patterns and level of
commitment" (p.14). As reflected in the quotes above and below the participants expected
acknowledgementof their adult status with regard to pre-existing knowledge as well as
resisting being treated in a way that they saw as being more typical of how children were
treated in particular not requiring external discipline and expectationsof equality.

I said I'm not a child and I really don't appreciatebeing told I cannot talk
in a class. [... ]I said we're not children and it's not as if we were all
shouting and gabbing. We were talking among ourselves but we were
doing our work.
Catherine 13
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I think what happenedwas, obviously we're grown adults, if something
was said or something happened we just went no sorry I disagree with
that. This is my opinion and this is why I disagreewith that.
Sharon 13

Converselyreports of lack of self-discipline and expectationsof lecturersto maintain
behaviour,arefound:
controlin the classroom,
whatoneparticipantdescribesasadolescent
We're all there nearly like teenagers and we're talking at the back and
then they're giving out why isn't the lecturer keeping control over this
class. And we're mature adults up there you know. S/he shouldn't have to
keep control over us. S/he's there to give the spiel and that. We have
regressedbig time.
Matthew 1.1

Provision of Material and Structure
However while interaction and discussion in class is welcomed, the provision of relevant
material and structure seen as required for successon assessmentsis expected, as also
found by Ross-Gordon (1991) and Merrill (1999), for example.
It's nice having discussions and all that but when you're going back to
reference somethingor quote something and you don't have a lot to quote
from.
Darren l4

S/he would sit at the top of the room and just talk. [... ] It was great `cos
you could make a comment. And you could follow what was going on.
When it came to the exam it wasn't that easy.We could have done with a
bit more structure.
Jean L4
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Entwistle and Tait (1990) draw attention to the impact of the learning environment on
students'orientations to learning and Chappell et al. (2003) to the influence of pedagogical
practices to student identities formed. As identity determines behaviour changes in
approachesto learning are viewed as identity adaptationsin relation to the social context.
One way in which this is apparent among participants is the development of a more
strategic approach(Entwistle and Ramsden, 1983) to the workload to enable them to cope,
showing adaptation to the expectations and constraints of the educational system or
"manipulating the environment [... ] for which the role has responsibility" (Stetsand Burke,
2000 p.226). This is similar to findings from other studies of mature learners (e.g. Merrill,
1999; Johnston and Merrill, 2004; Learning Journeys Report, n.d.), where students are
reported to make changesto their style of learning to enable them to meet requirements.
Meeting the course requirementsenables the student to receive positive feedback for their
performancethereby impacting on self-esteemand self-efficacy. This could be considered
indicative of an adaptation in student identity as participants became more secure in
judging what was required in agreement with Merrill's (1999) findings of adult students
`bendingthe rules' after their initial period of adjustmentto college:
F: You were saying the last time that trying to fit everything in was really
hard.
S: Yeah I've just stoppedreadingnow. No in all honesty I have actually.
In the beginning I was reading everything every week and em now
what I find I'm tending to do is I tend to read the things I need to read
for the next week rather than any extras.
Sharon I. 2

F: You've become awareof your own limits? That's another thing you've
learned about yourself?
B: Kind of yeah. Doing too much is actually as bad as doing too little. It is
becausethe first few weeks I was really trying to read everything. j... )
and then I had the feeling I could do more at the end of it so that was
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feel better now since I said I'd focus more on the

assignmentsand I'm getting bits done in between.
Brenda I. 1

A similar change is found with some participants in my study in relation to assessment.A
change in orientation from a meaning one to that of achieving (Entwistle and Ramsden,
1983) in relation to assessmentis apparent while still expressing an interest in topics as
Sutherland (1995) also reports:
I'm really looking forward to there not being any pressureand being able,
in the summer, to read the stuff to see how much knowledge I have
gained. With no pressureon me to get it down on paper.
Jane l. 2

At the end of the day the ultimate is to get your marks and pass. It is sad
in a way becauseyou don't have all the time to read so many things that
you could learn from. But maybe afterwards when you're finished college
you could be reading bits and pieces.
Brenda L4

While, like Merrill's (1999) participants Brenda points to disparate views of education,
learning versus performance, she did not experience the frustration that Merrill reports.
However this more strategic approach to assignmentswas not found to be synonymous
with a masteryapproach(Billett, 2010) to the material for all participants

Assessment
Verification in the role of the student through acceptableperformance in assessmentis
reported as increasing confidence. While Stevens(2003) and Moore (2004) report that the
process of developing confidence as an adult learner is a gradual one and related to the
satisfaction of acquiring knowledge and understanding,participants in my study also refer
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to the measureof successful performance through grades.Hoelter (1986) links successful
role performanceof an identity to increasedself-esteemand self-efficacy:
Like say the last time we did this [interview] I didn't feel confident about
getting through it but once you start getting the marks through bit by bit.
Darren L2

Successfulrole performance increasesthe salience of the social identity for the individual
thus increasing the influence the identity has over an individual's behaviour (Burke and
Tully, 1977). The impact of being seen as successfulin their role as students is affected by
the connectionthat some participants made between successin the student role and success
in their work role, referred to earlier in the chapter. In addition the relationship between
work and college exposesthe participants' successto their work colleaguesand mangers.
It is very public. You're putting yourself out. I mean the manager and the
director and all said well done on your exams, which is great when you
passthem but it's hard in a certain senseof why do you have to know.
Gerardi3

Fear of failure is expressed,affecting student identity through judgments of oneself as well
as by others of being capable. As pointed out by James (1995) and Davies and Williams
(2001) gradesarejudged by studentsto be indicative of abilities and even personal worth as
opposedto the lecturer view of "judgements of worth of academicproducts" (James,1995
p.463):
I think I realised then that what was bothering me more was fear of failing
that anything else. [... ]What is going to be on your sheet.
Darren Li
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[... ] my opinion of myself is at stake becauseI'm thinking of what people
think of me. The people I work with. How I do really affects how they're
going to think of me.
Laura I. I

Self-verification impacts on self-esteemand self-efficacy, particularly when an identity is
important for an individual (Hoetler, 1986). One participant describesthe impact achieving
a grade higher than sheexpectedhad on her belief to be able to do the course:
F: You saidyou felt down throughout the year and that. Did you ever feel
enough,I'm getting out of here?
J: Yeah. I supposehalf way through the year I really thought that I just
wasn't cut out to be a student. I just can't do it and it was awful. I
really was on the verge of packing it in and then I got my psychology
results. That really gave me the boost that I needed at the time to
confirm that I might not be able to do it all and understandit all but I
can do it.
Jane l. 3

Another participant with a salient student identity also talks about the motivating effect of
grades:
F: Did anything in college impact on you feeling able to do the course?
P: [... ] when your marks are coming back that you're happy with it
encouragesyou to keep going. I know that people who were getting
lower marks were finding it less reasonto keep going than I do.
Paul l. 3

While anothermentions the importance of being seen to succeedby others. As Leathwood
and O'Connell (2003) suggest, increasedconfidence reported in mature studentscan be at
least partially attributed to the public nature of academicsuccess:
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Getting my results at the end of the year it gave me a good boost to say I
can do it. It is making me feel that I can do it and telling me to have a little
more faith in myself [... ] Actually I seen one of them [teacher from
school] and she was a bit shockedwhen I said what I was doing. She said
`what are you doing at the moment'. A degreecourse [I said].
Tina L3

Taylor (1983 in Entwistle 1987) suggeststhat success and failure is measured against
students' own targets, based on judgements of their own potential and personal goals,
fitting with their identity as a student.That the grade received reflected the amount of work
and effort put in to the assessmentis important to someparticipants:
F: How did you supportyourself? What kind of tactics did you develop to get
through it?
D: A pragmatic approach. [...] I done enough and I have to say I thought
for myself that the marks reflected the amount of effort more or less I
put in.
Dermot 1.3

While this was evident for a few of the participants, there was also comparison of grades
judgement of self-worth againstothers, particularly
received to those of other students,with
during the first semesterof the course. This suggeststhat students were less aware and
(2005) notes that there is
confident of their own abilities, and skills to be learned. Kelly
for theseparticipants with
usually greater diversity among mature students which was true
led to difficulties when
regardto learning skills, motivation and prior educational level and
studentscomparedgrades:
F: How did your essaygo?

C: It went well. I'm passingsofar. But I just feel asif, like I only got44%
in it andI put alot of work into it. I did put a lot of work into it.
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[Partner's name] was sayingjust remember Catherineyou have people
in your class that got 80% and you got 44% but you'll still all get your
degree.
CatherineL2

F: Anything else you would like to add?
M: I'm finding it difficult, it's tough but I'm very happy to be there and
I'm determined I'm going to seeit out. So far the essaysthey've been
good, reasonablygood. [...] when I got them back initially I sat back
and said okay you're only learning to do this again you've got to give
yourself a chance.We always go to the brightest person and say what
did you get? You know they're going to say they got twice as much
and you say oh my God I'm so stupid whereaswe're not. We're just
learning.
Matthew I. 2

As reported in other studies (e.g. MacDonald and Stratta, 1998; Inglis and Murphy, 1999;
Leathwood and O'Connell, 2003), some difficulties are reported by participants in my
study about expectations for, and feedback on assignments.Knowing what to do and how
to do it appearsto reduce anxiety and increaseself-responsibility, rather than more general
reassurances:

We need written out exactly what they want. Yours I know exactly what
you wanted. I couldn't fault that. The only person I can blame is myself
this time out on that. Other people are giving us work and saying ah don't
worry about that.
Jean 12

121

M7196791

Learning for Work: Social Identities and Professional Education

Fiona McSweeney

It's nice to see where you're going wrong. Maybe the next time around
you'll be able to changeit.
Dermot 7.2

Frustration was evident when participants considered feedback to be insensitive or did not
help them improve:

I got one [assignment]back there recently. [... ] S/he kind of tore me apart
in one way. Told me I wasn't putting sentencestogether right. [... ] There
was no structure. [... ] Everything wasn't right and then again s/he kind of
said well it's all right for where you are. It wasn't that constructive. I
wanted her/him to say well that is not really the way I wanted it but this is
the way.
Matthew L2

Differences in expectationsof lecturers, compared to students, with regard to the use of
theoretical as opposed to practical knowledge is apparent. As found by Sutherland (1999)
the work-related nature of an educational course can lead to the students using a more
concrete and practical approach in learning and writing rather than the abstract and
theoretical approachvalued in academicinstitutions (Boud, 2001; Martin, 2003). Bamber
and Tett, 2000) note the difficulties for both lecturers and studentsin work-related courses
in incorporating work experiences and theory into academic writing. For example one
participant seemedconfusedby feedback on an assignment:
The feedback I got didn't make a whole lot of senseto me. It kind of just
said I hadn't put enoughtheory into it.
SusanI. 2

Peer Relationships
Some participants refer to the part-time nature of the course affecting opportunities to
interact with other students,and getting support from peers:
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The only criticism I would have of the course would be there is not
enoughtime to just enjoy the college experience. You can't network with
people. [... ] You never get to meet people; to know exactly what they do;
how they've handled this situation.
Laura I. 2

Though many participants said that the class as a whole was not cohesive the feeling of
commonality with the other students in terms of going through the same experiencewas
evident and was considered to be motivating. Authors such as Brookfield (1999) and
Gallacher et al. (2001) propose that forming relationships with those that are in a similar
situation with common concerns has been found to be a critical source of emotional and
social as well as informational support:

F: Whatdo you enjoyaboutthecourse?
T: Just that we are all in the same boat that we all feel the same and
becauseof work.
Tina I. 2

J: Yeah I mean literally. I was waking up at five in the morning saying oh my God
I need to get it finished; I need to get it done. Do you know?
F: Yeah why am I wasting my time sleepingI should be writing my essay?I've
been there. It's horrible.
J: It is. It really is. I thought right I really need to cop on here. This is ridiculous.
Now every week when I go back into college on Tuesday and I speakto
everybody else it reassuresme. Becauseeverybody is in the sameboat.
Jane 1.1
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Studygroupswerealsoseenasa benefitfor learning:
And becausethere is such a fluid subject matter it is about argument. [... ]
there is no theory that you have to learn off by heart. [... ] on its own it's
fairly dry, and it is only through debating it and arguing it is there any
senseof it coming alive.
Gerard L4

But definitely it's [study group] helped becauseeven having assignments
to discussthem and stuff Herself and myself go up on the train together
and we'd meet up for exams for a few days of study.
Brenda I. 4

The societal value of third level education was evident in participants' accounts, seen as
contributing to a feeling of importance for participants who no previous experience of
university for all but one participant, who did not acknowledgepositive effect of college in
his work either. Staff related factors in the college environment examined were
relationships, class involvement, provision of information and assessment. While
expectations of staff were sometimes contradictory agreement between participants were
also present. These were expectationsof acknowledgement of their status as adults, class
discussion to maintain interest and facilitate learning as well as constructive details of and
feedback on assignments. As participants became more experienced students their
interpretation of the role changedparticularly in relation to acknowledgementof their age
and knowledge and their management of the workload. The most motivating factor to
continue in college was recounted to be grades which reflected the effort put into work.
Relationshipswith peers were particularly important in relation to similarity of experiences
and emotional support. While study groups were found to be beneficial these took time to
form, suggestingthe need for a more proactive intervention by staff. The next section will
deal with the third researchquestion, the interaction between identities, in particular those
of student and social care practitioner.
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Interaction between Identities
PersonalIdentity and SocialIdentities
Variations in emphasison different aspectsof the social care worker role are indicative of
individual interpretations,affected by experience,but also the need to fit with aspectsof the
more pervasive level of personal identity. Ibarra (1999) found that the aspects of the
professional role need to fit with "internal standardsof self-congruence" (p. 774) for an
identity to be formed. This is particularly significant in social care work as the useof self is
a central aspectand the need to know oneself emphasised(Hicks et al., 1998; Smith, 2005;
Garfat et al., 2005).
For example Peter, who describes himself as "a people person" (I.1) sees relationship
building as the most significant aspectof his work: "I'd much rather spendtime on the floor
doing interaction and relationships" rather than other tasks such as "writing up reports"
(1.4).This quality is also apparentin his student identity as he talks about the importance to
him of "communicating with people, having a laugh with people, socialising with people"
(I. 1), which is confirmed by observations in class.
For Darren, the ability to build relationships with the young people in his care is seen as
both part of his personal identity: "kids gravitate towards me a lot" (I. 1) and due to his
experienceof parenting:
And again I keep going back to being a parent, like with three kids grown
up. No trouble. No drugs. They have a drink. They're all working. And I
think I did a good job. [... ] So I think I can do that again. Not to the same
extent but even if the kids that I look after pick up bits and pieces.
Darren I. 4

The caring aspectof his social care worker identity ("the business with are in you are not
prone to say no" L I) is transferred to his student identity initially, with concern expressed
for classmatesthroughout the first two interviews, as well as taking on a helping role. This
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behaviour does not appear to elicit expected reactions from others as he changes this
behaviour in the secondyear of the course:
F: So how did your view of yourself as a student or a learner changeover
the year or did it? You said you lowered your expectations.
D: When I got back in second year it was eh I was a bit more laid back.
For a lot of the first year I was kind of the mammy. [...] Where I still
swap stuff around now I wasn't emailing people as much. I kind of
closed down.
Darren L4

With Matthew age and maturity are seenas positive qualities in his identity as a social care
worker:
The one thing I have going my way is that maturity [... ]. I do have a way
and it seems to work. It comes with age, like whiskey. It does have a
calming [effect].

MatthewLl
However age is not seen as advantageousto being a student, which could be related to
societal views of college being a place for young adults as reported by Lynch, 1997 and
Kasworm, 2005):

`CosI'm of the agethat I'm not so goodat goingdown andphotocopying
stuff. That kind of frightensme. I don't want to be there and fifty kids
behindmeandmemakingan eejitof myself.
MatthewI. 3
Paul describes himself "as one of the more quiet and peaceful personalities" in his
workplace, able to being calmness with a consequent "downside" of not being
"confrontational around issues that need to be confronted" (14). While observation
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confirms Paul's quietness in class initially, academic successappearsto affect his selfefficacy as evidenced by an increasing tendency to question and debate in the classroom
(ObservationNotesJanuary 10th2005).

Academic successalso increasesthe salience of his student identity motivating him to work
hard and perform well in assessments
throughout his first year in college:
It surprised me that I was a as competitive as I was but I guess when you
realise that you can do somethingyou do begin to.
Paul 1.3

The salienceof his student identity is also evidenced by making use of knowledge learned
in college in the workplace (Serpe and Styker, 1987) and frustration when his behaviour is
not verified:
F: You said before that there was a transfer happening, that with some of
the material you were covering in college you could seehow it fitted in
with work.
P: Yeah.
F: Has that improved or changedin any way?
P: Psychology was made much more relevant. [...] But even with
psychology, I said at a staff meeting, I believe he [a client] is operating
at a three, four or five-year old emotional level. I was immediately told
that I can't say that becauseI was not a trained psychologist. So what
is the point of the course if I can't make an assessmentand I can't give
an opinion.
Paul I. 2

Impact of Social Care Worker Identity on Student Identity

As well asviewsof oneselfaspracticalor academic,interpretations
of therole of the social
careworker,particularlyviews of the relationshipbetweentheoryandpracticeis foundto
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affect student identity. The majority of participants (twelve) demonstratesimilar views of
the theory practice relationship as well as approachesto learning and college work. The
three participants who have disparateviews will be discussedfirst.
Two participants appear to give primacy to knowledge derived from practice experiences
(Cervero, 1992) and workplace policies, though this is expressedin different ways for each
of them and somecontradiction is evident.
Peter, who from the beginning of the course states that "If registration and all of that bit
wasn't coming into social care I wouldn't be going through college" (I.1) sees the skills
required in social care work as being due to "natural talent" (I.1). He talks of a division
between theory and practice viewing theories as excusesfor behaviour:

F: We were talking about theories, the usefulnessof theories.

P: I've alwaysfound theoriesusedasanexcuse.Recentlywhenoneclient
of mine was warnedaboutslammingdoors andabusingpeopleandI
sat and listenedin disbeliefhearingfour different views. [... ] All we
seemto be doing is makingexcusesfor him.
PeterLi

Also theoretical material is seen as not applicable in the "real world of residential care"
(1.2) dealing with behaviour: "when you're faced with somebody coming at you with a
chair you can fuck the theory out the window" (1.4).However, at the sametime he talks of
a need for "understanding the theoretical side. To be able to name things or to come up with
possibilities of what this is about" (1.3) He also states it as his "professional duty to up
skill" and "learn new ways of thinking" (1.4). Peter takes a strategic approachto college
completing course work but not appearing to seek meaning in the material covered, what
Billett (2010) refers to as mastering as opposedto appropriating knowledge.
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F: Sohow did theyeargo?
P: Not quick enough is the answer. [...] There was very little to motivate
me in the classesthat we were doing. [...] Like in one of the classes
within the secondweek of the class we had our essaytitles for the end
of the year and then it became quite obvious that the stuff we were
doing every week after that had no relevanceor bearing to your essay
title so what was the point of going to class.
Peter L4

He on the one hand states that there are limitations of this stating that he is "more focused
internally on what I need to do to get me through" but a "downside" of this is "not opening
up to new ways of learning or trying different techniques" (1.4) but on the other hand he
appearsto considerthe educationalprogramme futile:
F: You say you seeone of the jobs of being a professional, one of the
responsibilities of being a professional is upskilling. Does this degreeupskill
you?
P: I supposethis whole question is still out there that you're just going for
the piece of paper and then as lots of people, or the joke that goes
around about college is that you go through college for three years and
then you go out and forget about everything you learned in college.
Peter l. 4

Similarity between Peter and anotherparticipant, Sharon was found. On the one hand,
Sharontalks of theory as informing and explaining practice:
F: Do you think doing the degreewill make you a better social care practitioner?
S: Yeah I think it will make me better in the sensethat, I supposeas it standsnow
I really believe, hand on heart, that nobody can tell me I'm not good at my job.
As far as I'm concernedI'm excellent at my job. I know I am. And that's the
practice side of things but where I've always let myself down is the theory side
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of it. So if at the end of this three years I have the theory and I'm able to use the
theory in the sensethat I know exactly what approachesI'm using and why
certain legislation is used. And what it meansand all of that palaver then it is
going to make me more informed. Obviously it has to make you better. It can't
make you worse can it, if you aremore informed
Sharon 13

But yet sheseesher work practices as being informed by experienceand workplace training
rather than education,unlike Sargeant (2000, p. 648), who reports that social care workers
after completing NVQs saw their practice as being informed by "an authoritative source of
good practice that has legitimacy beyond the workplace".
F: Have your work practices been challenged by what you learned in
college?
S: I don't think my work practices have changed or been challenged
becauseI supposeI've been doing it for quite a few years now and I've
done continuous in house training. Our policies and procedures are
very, very straightforward and they arevery clear.
Sharon L3

As with Peter, Sharon takes a strategic approach to college work. The apparent
contradictions in the statementsof these participants could reflect Illeris's (2003) proposal
of ambivalencein the approachsome adults take to education.These participants both state
the primary reason for enrolling in the course is `to get qualified' for reasons of both
finance and freedom to move within the sector. Unlike most of the other participants they
maintain a clear division between their student and social care practitioner identities. This
perhaps reflects an attempt to avoid challenge to the pre-existing social care practitioner
identity, which could indicate "the formation of a strong identity defence" as "discarding
parts of the old identity [... ] is often a process that is far more difficult and causesmore
pain [... ]" (Illeris, 2003 p. 16). The anxiety involved in critical examination of work
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practices and thus occupational identity is documented in discussions of professional
education(Bamber and Tett, 2000; Yielder, 2004).
Another participant, Susan,who describes herself as practical, questions the relevance of
modules that are not directly applicable to work with clients indicating a view of theory as
"a direct guide to action" (Eraut, 2003 p.62), as discussed in the earlier section Prior
Learning Identities.

Then when the module has a close relationship with her work, the role of theory and
relating it to practice appearsto causeher difficulty in written work as evidencedwhen she
discussesfeedbackon an assignment:
S: S/he said it was too much commonsensebut that is what P&P` is really
like. [... ]I tend to go off with my examples.

F: Maybes/hewantedyou to usetheories?
S: So I said well am I meant to actually take the whole thing from the
book. Basically put it into my own words.
SusanI. 2

Susan'sapproachto learning appearsto vary depending on whether she seesit as relevant
to practice or not, adopting a meaning perspective when relevant and a strategic approach
when it is not, as shesays in the first interview:
One thing I will say about the course. I don't know why we do social
policy and I don't know why we do sociology. To me now they just don't.
I don't know the actual name of it.

P&P is very practical in work.

Psychology is. Art as well actually `cos we can do art with the kids but I
would rather a course with just had psychology, P&P and health and wellbeing because that's to do with our job. I put more time into
understandingthose subjectsthan the other two.
23The participantis referringto themodulePrinciplesof Professional
Practice.
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The remaining twelve participants expressviews that indicate they seetheory is a resource
that aids understanding of practice (Eraut, 2003), mentioning changes such as greater
understandingof cultural differences (Catherine L 1), the behaviour of clients (Tina 12),
and professional boundaries (Ruth 13). All of these participants appearuse a combination
of meaning and strategic or mastery and appropriation approachesto college work affected
by the constraintsof a systemwhere performanceis assessed.Someparticipants refer to the
restrictions imposed on their learning by the limitations of assignments:
I love learning but I absolutely hate having to get down to assignments.
Ruth I. 4

I think you only know what you want to learn by reading everything.
[Assignments] take the fun out of it. Thinking I have to write this stuff
now and what angle am I coming from. Why are you ruining it with such
a rigid essaytitle?
Laura L4

However these participants vary in the extent to which they take, what Fealy (1997)
describes,as a critical approach,in which theory is usedby practitioners to gain insight into
as well as transform their understandingof both themselves and the situation in which they
practice. This seemsto be affected by the ability and willingness of participants to engage
in reflection. Three participants refer to college as a space away from the workplace in
which reflection can take place and is encouragedby the nature of the course work and
their interpretation of the studentrole, as referred to earlier.
Other participants also referred to the impact of education in encouraging questioning and
reflection, as also found by Karban and Frost (1998) with residential social care workers.
Not all these participant specifically cited college as a space which facilitated reflection or
the studentrole as permitting it:
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F: Do you think that doing the degree will make you a better social
care practitioner?
P: Yes I do. There have been aspectsof it [college] where I've thought
oh I like the way that theory goes or I can argue that piece of it or I
can say I considered, done a risk assessmentof this and cite this
reason for it or whatever. I think overall it will make me more
reflective.
Paul l. 3

F: Have your work practices changed by what you have learned in
college?
B: They haven't changed dramatically but as I say my confidence level
has risen and I feel better equippedto handle bad situations. I sensethe
kids feel it too and respond as they know you are in control. I'm
focusing on a more therapeutic approachalso and am more aware of
how I'm feeling inside and how the kids may be affected by
circumstances.
Brenda 1.3

F: And do you feel it is collegethat has contributeda lot towardsthat
confidence?
J: And my practice teacher. [...] I love going to college I must say `cos it
doesgive me the spaceto breathe and I have looked at the whole area.
I seeit differently.
Jean L4

Impact of Education on Social Care Worker Identity
Status
One of the characteristics of a profession is possession of a recognised educational
credential (Friedson, 1988b cited in Friedson, 1990). Possessionof a degree is seen as
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contributing to confidence about the professional status of social care work and thus
professionalidentity:

F: Is education contributing to that change [social care work being seen as
professional]?
J: Eventually everybody is going to have the degree. And I think that
everybody is feeling a bit more confident. Yes I am a professional. I
am educated.I'm not just a wee dogsbody.
Jane l. 4

Norton (1999) found, in her study of the perception of social care practitioners and social
workers of eachother, the majority in each profession consideredsocial care practitioners
to be of a lower status. One of the effects of education mentioned by participants is a
feeling of increased status in relation to social workers, thus contributing to a positive
professional identity, despite the status differences inherent in the working relationship
(Social ServicesInspectorateAnnual Report, 2004).

F: Do you seeyourself as a professional?
J: Oh Yeah. The biggest obstacle to our work are social workers. [...] I
know if I've to stay in this work I have to start dealing with these
people [social workers] and I have to be on a par with them. I know
that more and more I feel I am on a par with them.
Jean I. 4

F: Do you consideryourselfto be a professional?
J. I would yeah [...] Before I used to think the social workers are so much
better than me now I just think we do different jobs but we're on the
same level. We just provide different services for the young people we
work with.
Jane 1.4
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However all participants agreethat to work professionally involves more than possessinga
qualification. For example when asked about differencesbetween qualified and unqualified
staff Brenda responded:
Again a lot, I feel has to do with experienceon the job. Each centre has
its own way of working as a team. From the perspective of seeking
employment elsewheredefinitely. I also see staff with no qualifications
and recognisethem to be excellent with the kids and in the job and know
some qualified staff who I feel spend their time suiting themselves and
use work to meet their own needs.
Brenda I. 3

Work Practices
Education is seen as enhancing their work practices by all except two participants,
suggesting transfer between the activity system of college and that of the workplace
(Engestrtim, 2001) This disagreeswith Cervero (1992) and Mott's (2000) proposal that
professionalsbelieve the knowledge "acquired from practice is far more useful than what
they acquire from the more formal forms of education" (Cervem, 1992 p.91). On the other
hand, as discussedpreviously, the prevalent view among my participants is that some
qualities required for social care work are either inherent in the person or learned through
life or practice experience.As people behave in ways that are congruent with the relevant
identity, statedchangesin work practices reflect identity changes.

Participantsrefer to both direct knowledgeacquiredduring the course and improved
understandingas found by Karbanand Frost (1998) with regardto residentialchild-care
workersin theU.K Theseimpacton professionalidentitythroughincreasingconfidencein
their work practicesand greaterawarenessof alternative approaches,thus increasing
feelingsof personalautonomy.
Policiesandlegislationanddevelopmental
psychologyaremorecommonlymentioned:
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F: You have said all along what college was doing was giving you big
picture stuff and affirming what you were doing was right?
J: Yeah it's a tricky one yeah. [...] It certainly has highlighted a lot of
thing for me that, you know, the legal side of things just for instance.I
had never paid much attention to that. You know you have somebody
coming in on a supervision order or voluntary care or whatever but
now I know what's behind it all before they come in.
Jane l. 4

F: Soeducationgivesyou the theorybehindit?
B: And I think it gives you more confidence that you have an
understandingof national standards and all those kinds of things can
just give you, maybe makes you aware of what way you're working
and what way you can maybe do things differently or changethings.
Brenda L4

Influenced by their study of developmentalpsychology, three students mentioned that they
were more likely to take account of the background and experiences a young person has
prior to coming into residential care, when askedabout the impact of college on their work
practices:
I work with fourteen to eighteenyear olds. I never really consideredtheir
childhoods. It seemsto me that I take them from where there are now and
we work within a very limited time span. We might get a lad at sixteen
and a half or seventeen and we might only have him until nineteen,
twenty. So you tend to approach him in a way that look whatever
happened,happened.This is what we need to do to move on. [... ] But I
have to say that is what I'm enjoying is knowing that these kids had a life
and their parents had a life. At different stages things might have
happenedand it has affected where they are today.
Gerard I. 1
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We'd be looking back at their early years and seeing what bits are
missing. We'd be looking at their behaviour. That's why psychology I
would put more weight on in this course,certainly from a residential point
of view.
Paull. 1

Other modules studied, such as sociology and social policy, led to participants thinking
more about the social care system and influenced the tendency to question the status-quo.
Less acceptance and increased questioning is reported to be one of the outcomes of
participating in higher education (O'Fathaigh and O'Sullivan, 1997; Merrill, 1999; Baxter
and Britton, 2001; Leathwood and O'Connell, 2003):
F: You have mentioned in the interviews that there are some subjectsthat
are more directly related to practice than others but in general did you
find that your work practicesor the way you think about your work
practiceshave been challengedor changed,or even enlightenedin any
way by college?
D: [...] The child is like that for a reason and it's not a reason that they've
chosenit's just the way that they are. Em but even the ordinary stuff I
supposethe stuff, if you go to the social policy. You know the stuff
like social welfare even though it does not directly impinge on, it does
[matter] becausenearly all the kids here, their parentsare on social
welfare. They have comeout of rough areaswhere there hasbeen very
little chanceof, of excelling themselves.So eventhe stuff that's
impractical in that senseis actually practical becauseit makesyou
question.
DermotL3
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F: You mentioned previously as well that one of the positive aspectsof
the coursewas you felt broadeningyour attitude towards work. Making
you more open and more willing to question?
G: [...] I think the course is quite well geared towards looking
holistically at where things are [... ]I

suppose I found it difficult

sometimesto hear people say what does it have to do with me andhow
does it make a connection to what I work at. When you're working by
and large with vulnerable, marginalised groups it has got everything to
do with you. Just question things.
Gerard 12

Confidence
The experienceof partaking in educationis describedas increasing confidence, as has been
documentedin studiesof adult learners (e.g. Stevens,2003; Moore, 2004). This confidence
is transferred to the workplace and as a consequenceimproves work practices:
I think it's [taking part in the course] having some impact, confidence and
relationships. When I'm confident it gives me the opportunity to interact
more with the clients and with the team.
Tina 13

Confidence is perhapsincreasedthrough affirmation and support of existing work practices
(Vatcher and Coles, 2004), or as Heron and Chakrabarti (2002b, p. 190) found becoming
"more conscious of what they may have already known, but were doing instinctively, or
had forgotten". Contradictions are apparentin participants' accounts in that they state that
their work practices haven't changed but then describe changes. Thus it is likely that
increasedconfidence is due to both affirmation of existing work practices and changesthat
arenot articulated as such due to protection of the social care worker identity.
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Feelings of personal autonomy in their workplace are also expressedby participants, such
as greater awareness,knowledge and greater confidence in dealing with situations, which
they consider due to the educational experience:
My confidence level has risen and I feel better equipped to handle bad
situations. I sensethe kids feel it too and respondas they know you are in
control.
Brenda I. 3

Conflict
As Karban and Frost (1998) and Vatcher and Coles (2004) found, education can also result
in conflict with the organisation particularly through the questioning of standards. Three
participants questionedpolicies and their implementation in residential care for children.
F: Would you think you are becoming a better social care worker becauseof your
knowledge gained in college?
J: Yes. I'm becoming more, I suppose rights focused where the young
person is concerned. That this [standards] is there for them. This is
available for them and we need to be following that.
Jean l. 4

We shouldbe doing a hell of a lot more for them [young peoplein care]
but we can't. It statesthat we shouldbe. It is resourcesandit is red tapeas
well with thehealthboard.They'retying our handsyet theyhavewritten
[policies].It's a wholecontradiction.[... ] We're not keepingthemsafe.
SusanI. 3

I'm beginning to question the national standardsfor childcare in so far as
the standardsthemselves are good but they are very vague. They can be
interpreted, I reckon, in different ways for argumentssake.
Paul L3
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Frustration with the policies and organisation of residential social care is associatedwith
the limitations on the autonomy of social care workers who work with young people in
residential social care settingsand their control by stateregulations, what Daley (2002) and
Hicks et al. (1998) refer to as bureaucratic organisation and what Brante (1990) classifies
as a social welfare profession, in which the values of the professional group are limited by
social welfare legislation.
For example, Paul discusses his frustrations with the legal requirement for recording
clients' behaviour, seeing them as "meeting the needs of the unit" rather than the client,
and the impossibility of consistent approachesto clients due to different personalities as
contributing to a false environment that does not prepare the young person for "the real
world" (1.4):
Jean also discussesher frustration with the residential social care system, alluding to the
low statusof the client group and the view of residential social care as a last resort for these
people:
I certainly don't feel that the health service seesus as professionals.They
haven't woken up to us as a service. We are still seenas social containers
of what the rest of society does not want. [... ] They don't end up in
residential care.They're thrown from one service to the next.
Jean l. 4

However while Jeanfeels restrainedand frustratedby the bureaucraticnature of the
professionsheworks in, a greatersenseof personalautonomyas a resultof education,is
evidentin her challengingthe system.Shesaysin the fourthinterview:
College has made me much more articulate and more politicised in terms
of standards.I can just whip them up. Why are we learning about these
things when we are not fucking implementing them and I am not going to
be accountableor complicit for the health board.
140

M7196791

Learning for Work: Social Identities and Professional Education

Fiona McSweeney

Thus partaking in education impacts on the professional identity of participants through
changing work practices, and feelings of increased confidence and autonomy in the
workplace. Conversely it makes them more aware of the limitations of the system they are
working in, yet equipping them with skills and knowledge that can help them challenge it,
perhapsleading to expansive learning (Engeström,2001).

Conclusion
The social care worker role is interpreted by participants as involving commitment to
meeting the needsof and advocating for clients. For residential social care workers creating
and sharing the living spaceof clients, using daily activities as opportunities for reparative
intervention and care and relationship building are also present. The central characteristics
of care and relationship building and commitment are not seen as being due to education
though professional education is seenas increasing confidence which in turn increasestype
and number of interactions with clients.
In their role of social care workers who have experiencebut not a recognisedprofessional
qualification participants compare themselves to a counter-role of the social care worker
who completes the qualifying course prior to working in the area. Their identity as adult
studentsand experiencedpractitioners is comparedpositively for reasonsof age, experience
facilitating learning and knowledge of the work. A second related counter-role of the
academicqualified person as opposedto the experiencedpractical person is createdby two
participants and is used to justify their identity as `good' social care workers despite not
holding recognisedqualifications.
Some resentment is apparent about the mandatory nature of partaking in the educational
course and the perceived lack of workplace supportbut there is no evidenceof these factors
directly impacting on studentor social care worker identities.
The effect of prior experiences and identities as learners affect confidence about specific
abilities seen as being required for success in higher education, indicated through
participants judging themselves as being better at some modules than others. Initial
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expectationsof performance in the role of students is judged on the basis of the time lapse
since last being in formal education and level previously achieved. Participants who judge
their prior experiences of education as being successful are more likely to use this as
indicative of a level of ability with resultant concern about maintaining this view, compared
to participants who consider their prior educational experiencesas negative or cut-short. In
opposition to findings reported by Crossan et al., (2003) and Haggis (2004), no prior
contact with higher educationand negative experiencesof formal education were not found
to result in hostility, tentative commitment and slow engagement.
Variation is found in the participants' view of the relationship between student and
professional identity in regardto how performance as a student reflects on performanceas a
social care worker. Some participants see both roles as being judged through their
performanceas a student.Others separatethe identities and thus role performance by using
a division betweenpractice and academia,which may be a tactic to defend their identity as
a `good' social care practitioner despite not possessing an accredited professional
qualification (Illeris, 2003). Other participants see college material as relevant to practice
but performancein each role as different.
Discipline and organisation are the most frequent aspectsof the student role reported by
participants, perhaps reflecting staff and/or societal expectations of adult students, as
suggestedby Haggis (2002) and Hafford-Letchfield (2007). The impact of the societal view
of adulthood and adult identity is also seen through the participants stated reluctance to
seekhelp. Other aspectsof the student role frequently mentioned by participants are the use
of academic language and understanding and retaining information in concurrence with
other literature on adult learners. The least common aspect of the student role directly
mentioned is reflection perhapsinfluenced by the reported lack of facilitation for reflection
on practice reported in social care work (Eisikovits and Beker, 2001; Smith, 2005). On the
other hand there is evidence that the majority of participants are engagedin some level of
reflection from their accountsof changesto their work practices.
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Participants report variations among staff with regard to expectations of being treated
commensuratewith their adult student status. Resistance to being treated as a child is
evident, indicating comparison to a counter-role of child learner. Expected behaviour of
staff in relation to the role and identity of an adult student focuses mainly on class
involvement. Discussion and participation in class is also seen as contributing to learning
and understanding,a central aspectof the studentrole.
Assessmentis viewed as central to the measurementof role performance as a student
thereby being crucial to student identity. Grades on assessmentsare seen as a public
measure of understanding and learning, which is exacerbated by the relationship of the
course to the participants' occupation thereby exposing their performance to a wider
audience. Judgements of oneself as able and intelligent are also impacted on by
performance in assessment.Good grades increase motivation through increasing selfesteem and self-verification in the student role and affect the salience of the student
identity. The diversity among the class group on performance in assessmentaffects
judgements of successthrough comparison with others. Clear requirements of expectations
for assessmentsappearto reduceanxiety and increaseself-responsibility for performanceas
well as self-efficacy. This is complicated by the professional nature of the course and
applied aspectof modules for one participant in particular.
Common characteristicsare apparent in both professional and student identities indicating
more pervasive and enduring personal attributes that represent stability in how the
individual views him/herself While characteristics are accepted by participants the extent
to which they are useful in a professional and college environment vary and appear to be
influenced by societal views. However adjustments in the college environment are also
observed and discussedby participants indicating some fluidity in identities depending on
whether behaviour receivespositive feedback (Hoelter, 1986).
The interaction between social care worker and student identity is examined in relation to
the participants' perceptionsof the nature of the link between theory and practice and their
orientation towards learning. Two participants in particular separate the identities by
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appealing to a division between the nature of theory and practice. Despite making
statements about the necessity of education in supplying and explaining theoretical
frameworks in which to locate practice, these participants appearto see little connection or
value in theoretical material. They take a strategic approach towards learning. Most
participants, who seem to vary between a strategic and meaning approach,seethe value of
theoretical input to their work practice. Within this group of participants there is also
variation with a few taking a more critical approach(Feely, 1997), using theory reflectively
in a more questioning way about the self and practice.
For other participants the identities seem to be interconnected even to the extent where
performance in the student role is seen as partially representativeof performance in the
social care practitioner role.
Education is found to impact on the social care worker identity in various ways. Firstly,
increasedstatus of the professional identity is found particularly in relation to interactions
with social workers. Secondly work practices and understanding of them are reported to
change indicating transformational learning (Billett and Somerville, 2004). This is seen
through increased confidence due to both the experience of success in college and
knowledge gained. Specific modules studied are reported to result in direct change in work
approachesas well as questioning of the social care system and challenging policies and
procedures,thereby affecting the personal autonomy and identity of the social care worker.
However questioning of policies and their implementation creates conflict and frustration
with the social care system and organisations in which the practitioners work, perhaps
illuminating the participants' lack of professional autonomy. Thirdly, confidence is also
increasedthrough theoretical support and affirmation of existing practices.
In the next chapterconclusions drawn from the findings will be presentedand
recommendationsfor educationalpractice made. An accountof changesto my own practice
already implemented will also be given.
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Chapter 7
Conclusions and Recommendations
Overview of Chapter
The aim of the research was to explore the interpretation of student and social care
practitioner roles, as well as development and change in the related identities for the
purpose of contributing to professional knowledge in education. In this final chapter the
main findings from my study are discussedin relation to the literature and the theoretical
framework used,and recommendationsfor the practice of education for social care workers
made, along with changes already personally implemented. Firstly the qualitative
methodology utilised is evaluated for its usefulness in researching the topic and
participants' views of the benefits of taking part in the researchare discussed.

The ResearchProcess
As discussed in Chapter 5, using a qualitative approach allowed me insight into how
participants constructedtheir worlds and their identities (McLeod, 2001). I found also that
conducting the research made me more conscious about how I constructed my own
professional world as an educator, in particular reminding me of differing students'
perspectiveson the teaching and learning process and how my behaviour as an educator
impacts on the formation of a student identity.

The use of multiple interviews not only fitted with the theoretical framework, which
assumes
changein identity,but alsopermittedthedevelopmentof rapportwith participants,
resultingin bothpartiesbecomingmorecomfortablein questioningandchallengingviews.
As also reported by Merrill (1999), taking part in the research was stated by some
participants to be valuable in assisting their own reflection on their feelings and
experiences:
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I've really enjoyed the three [interviews). I'd nearly advise everyone to
[do them]. It's a good way to reflect on what's going on for yourself
Gerard I. 3

As well as providing an additional sourceof support during the first year in college:
To be honest I mean and it's not just `cos you're sitting there I have got
more support off you through even thesebits [interviews]. [... ] That kind
of bit hasbeen second to none, but it's very sporadic and it's few and far
between.
Peter 1.3

Theoretical Framework for Identity
As previously mentioned, the use of the structural symbolic interactionist view of identity
provided a framework through which stability, change and interaction between identities
could be explored. In addition it permitted examination of the impact of micro- and macrosocial structures (Merrill, 1999) on identities. Social structures consist of the norms and
practiceswithin the college environment and the broader socio-cultural contexts.

Social Contexts
The researchwas conducted in 21* century Ireland, where there has been a steady increase
in mature student participation in higher education, driven by Government policy
(Department of Education and Science, 1998; 2002; Skilbeck, 2001). Policy documents
associate education with the provision of `life chances' (Dunne, 2002) and economic
growth (Share et al., 2007), through the creation of a qualified (Heraty et al,. 2002) and
skilled workforce. Education, or at least the possessionof qualifications, is valued in the
macro-social context in which the researchwas conductedand was apparent in the accounts
of most of the participants. Being in college was associated with pride and feelings of
increasedimportance.

146

M7196791

Learning for Work: Social Identities and Professional Education

Fiona McSweeney

Another relevant factor driving the possessionof a professional qualification is the status
and process of professionalisation of social care work, with authors (e.g. Williams and
Lalor, 2000; Heron and Chakrabarti, 2002a) proclaiming that possessionof qualifications
will increasethe professional status of the social care workforce. Social care work has been
reported to be devalued by the public and other professionals because of its origins
(Gilligan, 1999; Smith, 2003), misunderstanding of the nature of the work (Hicks et al.,
1998; Williams and Lalor, 2000), its status in relation to social work (Norton, 1999;
Williams and Lalor, 2000) and its associationwith parenting (Lane, 2001; Smith, 2005).

The most obvious way in

which participants are affected by the process of

professionalisationof social care is in the need for a qualification, with this being the most
commonly cited reason for enrolling in the course. Although some participants expressed
initial resentmentabout mandatory qualifications, all expressedinterest in and seeing the
value of education as the courseprogresses,though their level of engagementwas mediated
by both their identities as a student and a social care worker. Some contradictions were
evident in particular with two participants, with both referring to the need for theoretical
frameworks to support their work practicesbut yet not acknowledging that material covered
in college played any part. This concurs with the views proposedby Lea and West (1995)
and Illeris (2003), who suggest that reasons for participation in adult education can be
varied and complex and can change(Blair et al., 1995).
Back in 2000, Williams and Lalor proposed that employers support staff to gain
qualifications in social care as a way of increasing the statusof the profession and meeting
the increasingly complex needs of clients. Still, variation was found between employing
agencies in relation to the level of financial and other support provided for students.
However no relationship was apparentbetween judgments of perceived workplace support
and level of engagement and orientation towards the course opposing the suggested
influence of the workplace on professional learning suggestedby Ottoson (2000) and Daley
(2002). Indeed one of the participants who did not appear to integrate the two social
identities describedthe support given by her workplace to be excellent.
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Social Care Worker Identity
Ibarra (1999) describesthe developmentof professional identity as a process in which the
individual tries to develop a correspondencebetween self and the work setting. In social
care work the use of self is considered primary (Smith, 2005; Garfat et at, 2005).
Participants directly refer to aspectsof personal identity, as well as other social identities
and how they affect their work practices and identity as a social care practitioner.
Characteristics common among participants' views were those of caring, empathy and
being able to build relationships with others. However these were seen as inherent in the
personor developedthrough life experiencesrather than being due to education.
Commonality was found among participants regarding the role of the residential social care
worker in relation to the centrality of care and relationship, advocacy, provision of a
comfortable living environment and using activities as opportunities for reparative
intervention, echoing those found in the literature (e.g. Anglin, 1999; Davies-Jones,2000).
One participant, who did not work in residential childcare, however interpreted the role in a
way similar to the "advice, guidance and assistance"social work model suggestedby Smith
(1977 p.277) indicating the blurred boundariesbetween social work and social care work as
noted by Gallagher and O'Toole (1999) and Farrelly and O'Doherty (2005). According to
Daley (2000) allegiance to a profession can be encouragedthrough interaction with fellow
professionals which could be provided within the educational setting as it brings together
people from different social care areas. The part-time and intensive nature of the course
was reported to inhibit interaction with classmatesand thus sharing of professional views,
particularly in the initial stages.Since this researchwas conductedthe scheduleof delivery
has been revised to facilitate more interaction between students outside of the classroom.
From informal conversations with later cohorts of students this has been found to be
beneficial in helping understanddifferent areasof social care work.
While, it was found that participants' evaluation of the usefulnessof modules studied are
mediated by their judgments of their own abilities as learners,the view of participants not
working in residential childcare of the irrelevance of content of some modules for their
needsis a factor that educatorsneed to consider. If the course is presentedas leading to a
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generic social care qualification, the course content and the way this is presented to
studentsneedsto ensureinclusivenessfor all participants.
Commitment to the work, expressed through dedication (Friedson, 1990), and using a
client-centred approachas advocatedby Knorth et al. (2002) and Hallstedt and Hßgström
(2005a), was also prevalent in participants' occupational identities. Contrary to Lindsay's
(2002) finding that commitment to the work is viewed as being part of being a professional
one participant questionedthe professionalisationof social care as being basedon aims of
improved statusand salariesrather than the primacy of commitment to caring for others.
Whereas the poor public perception of social care work is documented in the literature,
participants' accounts indicated that they value the work they do. At the same time
frustration with the social care system was evident and became greater as the course
progressed,as also found by Karban and Frost (1998) and Vatcher and Coles (2004). One
of the acknowledgedoutcomesof adult educationis increasedquestioning of the statusquo
(e.g. O'Faithaigh and O'Sullivan, 1997; Merrill, 1999; Leathwood and O'Connell, 2003)
and this was found through expressionsof dissatisfaction with the bureaucratic social care
system, particularly residential childcare. Residential childcare was described as "not
meeting the needsof the clients"; "social containers for what the rest of society does not
want" and a "massively inefficient, expensive and not necessarilyeffective system". While
this could be construed as awarenessof the limitations of professional autonomy at group
level, conversely greater feelings of personal autonomy are reported due to increased
knowledge and confidence, discussedbelow.

Participationin educationis foundto impacton feelingsof professionalism,
particularlyin
relationto statusdifferencesbetweensocialcareandsocialwork. Participantsspeakabout
feeling "more on a par with socialworkers' and `beingon the samelevel but providing
"
differentservices.

Student Identity
As with the role of the social care practitioner, commonality is found in the interpretation of
the student role. Frequently mentioned are expectations of discipline, time management,
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understandingand retaining material, similar to that found in the literature (e.g. Leathwood
and O'Connell, 2003; Moore, 2004), and perhaps reflecting the expectations of staff
(Merrill, 1999; Hafford-Letchfield, 2007) as well as my being a staff member. Despite the
reported importance of reflection in professional education (e.g. Quicke, 2000; Parton,
2003) and in social care practice (Hicks et al., 1998; Smith, 2005), reflection upon course
material was less commonly mentioned directly by participants. This could be due to prior
views of the purposeof education as the provision of knowledge (Merrill, 1999) and/or the
competency model promoted in social care practice (Smith, 2005) or the methods of
assessmentused. Those participants who saw reflection as part of the student identity also
referred to college as a spacethat allows for reflection, as also found by Vatcher and Coles
(2004).

While participants with short prior experiencesof educationdescribedthe prospect of doing
the course as "daunting", prior successin education seems to have a greater effect on
anxiety. Those who had a short initial education or negative experiences referred to the
differences between the educational settings whereas some of those who had previously
experiencededucationalsuccessusedthis as a measurewith which to judge presentsuccess
and expresseda fear of failing. Since a mature student group is likely to have a greater
range of abilities (Kelly, 2005) and lecturers have expectations that adult students are selfdirected and responsible (Merrill, 1999; Hafford-Letchfield, 2007) it is therefore possible
that support is focused on assisting and alleviating fears of those students who have had
little prior experienceof formal education to the neglect of others. The fear of failing was
perhaps exacerbated by their performance in college being known in the workplace as
participants refer to concerns about the views of colleagues.

Many participants were initially apprehensiveabout language use, readings and
Lack of confidenceand varying levels of anxiety were evidentwith some
assignments.
participants,but this lessenedas the courseprogressed.This, consideredalong with, the
stated reluctanceof all but one participant to seek help, suggeststhe importanceof
from educatorsto be proactivein the provisionof support.Ratherthan general
awareness
with regardto readingsandassignments,
reassurances,
clarity in expectations
aswell asthe
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timely provisionof necessaryinformation,wasfound to encourageself-efficacy.Sincethe
datafor this studywas collected,I have put in place supportfor academicwriting, in the
during the first semesterof college, as well as formative
form of workshopsinterspersed
I havealso developeda studyskills and writing moduleon the VLE usedin
assignments.
the collegefor the first yearstudentgroup.Studentfeedbackhasbeenpositive.
Participants particularly expressedfrustration and insecurity when guidelines and feedback
for assessmentwere not provided clearly, thereby preventing them from performing well in
the student role. For the student identity to be salient and the individual to be committed to
it (thereby giving time and energy to the role and experiencing intrinsic satisfaction)
educatorsneed to ensurethat students are enabled in achieving positive evaluation for their
performance as students, so producing self-verification of the identity. When the student
identity is not verified behaviour can become `paralysed" (Foote, 1951, p. 18). A salient
identity as a student or learner is particularly significant if professionalism in social care is
seen as involving a commitment to continuing education. Additionally Miers et al. (2005)
suggest that students who feel empowered in college are more likely to transfer
empowering practices to their client groups in the workplace. Through informal discussion
of these participants' frustration with lack of clarity in expectations and feedback with my
colleaguesin the department improvement has been reported by later groups of students. I
have also developed standardisedmarking schemes for some types of assessmentwhich
have been adoptedby the department.
Another way in which self-efficacy can be achieved is through respect for the individual's
professionalviews, thus verifying the participants' occupational identity to some extent and
consequently reducing anxiety in challenging workplace practices. As found by BishopClark and Lynch (1992) and Johnston and Merrill (2004) the use of discussion and
exchangeof views during class was reported as maintaining interest, assisting learning and
showing respect for the students' adult and professional status. However as the purpose of
professional education is transformative in that the aim is to encouragequestioning of and
critical reflection on workplace practices within a theoretical context (Bamber and Tett,
2000) the necessity of a safe and supportive environment is paramount to minimise
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additional anxiety causedby threatening individuals' occupational identities. This suggests
educatorsneed to balance validating workplace experienceswhile encouraging questioning
of these in a theoretical context (Whalley, 1999 cited in Bamber and Tett, 2000) through
both teaching and assessmentmethods. The majority of participants stated that they felt
respectedand valued by academic staff with regard to their prior workplace knowledge. A
preferencefor the useof discussion in class to enable them to hear the views of their peers
was evident for all participants for both learning and maintaining interest in the subject
matter.

Interaction between Identities
Johnstonand Merrill (2004)suggesta bi-directionalrelationshipbetweendifferent social
identities.While a transactionalrelationshipwas found betweenthe social identities of
studentandsocialcare practitionerin my study, evenamongthis small sampleof fifteen
participants,variation was found in relation to the level and ways in which the social
identitiesof studentandsocialcarepractitionerinteract.
For some participants the interaction between the two social identities is apparent through
relating performance in one role to performance in the other, which appears to create
additional anxiety. Participants referred to concerns about performance in college, as
measuredthrough gradeson assignments,as being evaluations of their ability to perform in
the workplace by lecturers, expressingviews such as "they'll think I'm crap at my job".
While all participants acknowledgedthe role of theoretical input in social care work views
about the contribution of theory to practice varied. At one pole was the position that innate
qualities and practice experience are most relevant to practice and the theoretical input is
minimal while at the other was a critical approach(Fealy, 1997), where theory can be used
in a reflective capacity to question understandingof the self and practice situation and make
changes.Participants who believed in the superiority of practice experiencesand workplace
policies in informing social care work maintained a strategic approach towards college
work (Entwistle and Ramsden, 1983) and transformative learning was not apparent.Those
who saw theory as a tool that contributes to understandingof practice varied between using
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a meaning approachand a strategic one depending on whether they were working towards
assignmentsor not, as found by Sutherland (1995) with nurse tutor students.This suggests
that social care educatorsneed to be awareof the differential judgementsof the relationship
between theory and practice taken by studentsand if a critical approachis to be encouraged
students are provided with time (Eraut, 1994) and assignment types that encourage and
facilitate this. For example Nikolou-Walker (2007) found, with police officers in Northern
Ireland, that assessmentbased in work practices facilitated reflection and Heron and
Chakrabrati's (2002b) participants felt that writing skills rather than practice was being
assessedin written assignments,which could take the focus away from examining practice.
I now discussways in which theory and practice can be related with students.
Some participants who were found not to be reflective appeared to be protecting their
occupationalidentity by keeping it separatefrom their studentidentity. As Bamber and Tett
(2000) and Yielder (2004) suggest, examining work practices in professional educationcan
cause anxiety for the individual and result in defence of the identity concerned (llleris,
2004). These participants emphasised their competence in their work and separatedthe
world of work from that of college through viewing the latter as academic and ideal in
opposition to the "real work" of social care (Adams et at, 2006). While these participants
referred to needing theory, this was spoken about in a general sense,and the view that work
practices are informed by inherent talents and workplace training and experience, not
education is maintained. It appears,for these participants that the academic and practical
were viewed as irreconcilable. If the purpose of professional education is to enable
individuals to deal with ambiguity and changethrough critical reflection on work practices
within theoretical frameworks (Bamber and Tett, 2000; Queeny, 2000) this could be
indicative of a greater need for methods of assessmentto be designed to fulfil this aim so
that successfulrole performance as a student involves more evidenceof reflection on work
practices.
As mentioned previously, participants' judgements of the relevanceof course material was
mediatedby their student identity, particularly their judgement of themselvesas practical or
academic. However, in line with the literature, (Milligan,
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psychology was seen as particularly relevant especially in residential social care work, for
example in increasing awarenessof the integration of domains and stagesof development
and the impact of environmental influences on an individuals' development.Knowledge of
legislation and protection guidelines was also stated to be of particular relevance to the
majority of participants suggesting cognisance of the bureaucratic framework in which
social care is located.
Regardlessof the view of the theory-practice relationship all participants expressedchange
in their professional identities, though there was variation in the admitted input of
education. Most commonly expressedwas greater confidence by the affirmation of work
practices due to theoretical validation. Participants also spoke of greater understandingof
work practices,indicating awarenessof a source of knowledge beyond personal experiences
and the workplace (Sargeant,2000). The transfer of confidence attributed to experiencing
successin college was reported. Participants also spoke of applying knowledge gained in
specific areas, such as psychology and legislation and legal guidelines, though this also
caused conflict in the workplace through questioning, as reported by Vatcher and Cole
(2004).

Conclusion
Viewing the aim of professionaleducationas being to deal with ambiguity and change,
requiring participantsto critically examinetheir work practicesand move beyond the
workplace as a source of knowledge, suggest that participating in programmesof
professionaleducationrequiresadjustmentto the individual's professionalidentity. This
causedvarying levels of anxiety for participantsin my study and the defenceof their
professionalidentity.As enteringhighereducationitself is associated
with disquietfor adult
students,educatorsneedto be awareof and put in place strategiesthat not only reduce
anxietybut alsoenablethe aim of professionaleducationto be met. Anxiety in the college
by staff behaviourthat reducesthe student'sselfenvironmentis seento be exacerbated
efficacyand doesnot permit verification of the studentidentity such as lack of clarity in
guidelinesand expectationsfor assessment
and feedbackthat does not encouragethe
studentto improve.Educatorsneedalsobe awareof the differential impactof prior student
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identities, particularly that is it not necessarily those who have prior little contact with
formal educationthat are most anxious.
My study found that orientation towards course material is due to a combination of factors
including the prior student identity, how relevant this identity is seen to be in the present
situation as well as the individual's social care worker identity. While there is commonality
in the interpretation of the role of the social care worker, the workplace setting does have an
impact, suggestingthat educatorsneed to examine the design of courses so that the needsof
studentsworking in a variety of settings are met.
While few participants included reflection in the interpretation of the student role all
participants recounted changes in their professional identity, though not always
acknowledging that education contributed to this, indicating perhaps the effect of a
competenceview of social care practice and the need to develop explicit strategies and
structures in both the profession and educational setting to encourage critical reflection.
Despite having an assignedpractice teacher in the workplace the majority of participants
reported that they were not helped in linking theory with practice.

Conductingthis researchsensitisedme, asa practitionerin education,to the concernsand
worries of studentsas well as increasingmy understandingof the situationsin which
studentsworked.This has led me to makechangesin my teachingapproach,for example
facilitating more applicationof theoretical materialto the workplacethrough choice of
guidedreadingsanddiscussionboth in the classroomandusingavailableelectronicmeans.
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