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Restrictionsinto opportunities: How boundariesin thelife cour se can shape

educational pathways.
Abstract

This studyexplores relationships between experiences in initial education, subsequent life
experiences/opportunities and the decision to return to education later in life. Semi
structured interviews with seven women returners to education, focused initially upon the
women'’s perceptions of their aspirations and motivations at various ages, how ldtese re
to the choices that they felt that they had available to them at different points in time and
their sense of agency. Subsequently, the interviewees considered the tefabenseen

early educational experiences, post school experiences and their current dinEnesic
analysis of the interview transcripts led to the identification of four main themes
Restrictions, Opportunities, Personal Development and an underlying theme oh@lanni
Consideration of the relationships between these themes led to the conclusion thafet wa
experiences rather than initial education that both motivated and empowered the

interviewees to take advantage of opportunities for higher education.
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Restrictionsinto opportunities: How boundariesin thelife cour se can shape

educational pathways.

I ntroduction

This paper presents the findings from seven in-depth interviews with people who had
returned to education later in life, askimgw their initial education and life experiences
helped to shaptheir decisiors to enter higher education. In recentates, a raft of policy
changes, such déise widening participation agenda introduced in the 1986%d to
encourage people from ‘non-traditional’ backgrounds to enter higher edu@dE&6CE,
2003a). This waan attempt to increase social mobility andial justice through greater
opportunity for learning This agenda also aimed to provide an opportunity for ‘non-
traditional’ students toeturn to education for personal development (Waller 2004pand/
career developmeniThus, education was not only a preparatmmwork (Holland 1997)
but also a mearts promote social mobilitgnd personal development. According to
Kujipersard Scheeren$2006, however there is dack of appropriate diajue between
students and schooéreerguidancen exploring genuine talents, abilities or interestsl

how these might relate to education and work.

Educational and Career Choices

Career development models include, for exampteait Theory which evolved in the 1950s
(Super, 1953)vherestrengths andterests arenatchedup with awailable career
opportunities. The model has been criticised at best as ‘oversimplified’ (Kidd 1984; La
1981), taking little accourdf differentinfluences oncareer decisions, particularly social
factors and the role ofpportunity. Developmental theory (Ginzberg, Ginsburg, Axelrad
and Hermdl951; Super 1953, 1980) refers to career decision making as where the
individual develops and matures sufficiently to make a self-appraisal. Howasdheory,
like trait theory is very much focussed on the self with little regarcctortextual factors.
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Hodkinson & Sparkes (1993a}tempt to integrate internal aspects of career decisions with
the influence of contexarguing that earlier modedsly serve to explain career decisions of

those who are being pragmatic and rational about their future.

Payneand Britain(2003) develop this idea further, by outlinithgee different approaches

to studying young people’s choices about their future. In structuralistag@®, young
people are thought to be responsive to their environment and the assumptions that others
hold about them, and to have a lack of agenadetermining their futurdPayne and Britain
also outline an economic model, however, widaggests that such decisions are purely a
matter of rational choice, weighing up costs and benefits in terms ofgveés, #ort
involved, prestige, financial issues and so on. They suggestuttgatgtionality such as this

is rarely seen in practideowever, as young people often make decisions with imperfect
information and are subject to other influences. The third approach suggested bgriRhyne
Britain, therefore, is one of pragmatic rationalithisacknowledges the limitations placed
on choice by structure, opportunity and qualifications, and highlights the roles of s«bject

perceptions and of chance events in determining the life course.

Roberts (2009) in his revisited theory of ‘opportunity structures’ develops P42063)
conceptualisation, reiteratirige point that often career decisions are not necessarily
choices, but rather a result of the opportunities presented to the individual ateanpant

in time. Such opportunities are availed by the social networks, education and the labour
market orgaisation The changing nature of jobs in Britain, since the decline of
manufacturing, the rise of globalisation and a knowledge economy, now meangthefran
careers that can be erdgdis vast(Doogan 2001). This perhaps serassfurther

dismantlingof existing opportunity structures, particularly for those where followinglya

or parental occupations may have been an expected route to employment. Roberts (2009)

also makes the point that whilst Se®pportunity structures themselves may chartgsr t
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predictive power is undiminished: an increase in the individual responsibility oy dbilit
making these decisions is justagher form of opportunity structurocial networks,
educational experiences, and the labour market, therefore, can lzes sexh part of
opportunity structures and part of the developmental processes that enablegopiego

take advantage of opportunity structures.

Eccles’ (2009) Social Cognitive Expectar¢glue Model of Behavioural Choice presents a
theory of motivation that pulls together these different perspectives on asysratd

decision making about education and careers. She suggests that behavioural chhiess (suc
which educational pathway to take, or potential career opportunities to follow) are
influenced by inteirelated layers of factors. The first layer includes factors which are to
some extent external to the individual, such as the wider context in which we operate, and
accompanying cultural expectations, demographicacearistics of our familieghe beliefs

and behaviours of those around as well as previous experienddne second layeelates

to an individual’'s perceptions and interpretations of the first layer, which acensecalso
influenced by previous experiences and how they made that individual feel. The taird lay
considers an individual's self concept: what they believe they are good at and who they
believe themselves to be. The fourth layer relates to the particular choaeamhi

individual is considering — how successfulytielieve they will be at a chosen activity,

how enjoyable, important and useful that activity will be, how it fits in with their self
concept, and what the relative drawbacks or costs of that activity are. Aagtodiccles,

all these layers feed in the course of action an individual will choose. This model is useful
in that it enables us to consider the many different contextual and psycholocficed, fa

which may provide opportunities and influence an individual’s motivation and decision

makingabout education and careers

Education as an opportunity for personal development
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Engagement with educati@anpresent an opportunity for self-empowerment and
confidencgOrth and Scheeren2010). The return to education is often cited as a form of
personal development (Waller 2004). Returning to education latiée iwds explored by
Waller, who found that for mature students in his study, the return to education was often an
attempt to ‘make good’ some of the failures of early education. This was ptticul

relevant when thaitial educationakxperience left an individual with a ‘fragile academic
self-esteem’, describing school as a ‘wasted opportunity’. Students returning ta@ducat
regularly report more setfonfidence, selesteem and a sense of empowerment, which was
lacking in their earlier experiences of education when at schidw return to education can
highlight strengths within the individual previoushpt revealed byearlier educational
experiences, contributing to a greater sense ofggfaisal and agen¢$wain &

Hammond 2011).

It is possible that individuals with an uncertain career path at aged 16-24 could contribute t
the number of students who return to education later in life as ‘mature sty@=artess &

Arnup 2011). Many young people cdpe uncertain about what they want to do in life, have

little or no guidance, and lack the personal attributes or social environment to take a
proactive role in planning their card@&rei & Rosenbaum 2001). This highlights the notion

of careelindecision unexplored by many career development modksre acareer has not

been decided on. Career development models do not address the issues faced by those who
do not have the resources, be that in terms of education or opportunity structures, to make

conscious career decisions.

Arnett (2006), on the other hand, emphasises how role exploration during the period of
emerging adulthoo(lL6-24) can be a time for gaining experience and knowledge of oneself.
This period allows young people éstablish strengths and intere$tsforesetting into an

enduring and satisfying career pathway. In this respect, career ungettaingemerging
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adulthood can enable young people to respond to a wider range of opportunities mpre easil
This is particularly poignant in the current economic climate and a rapidlyiolgangrid

of work. Similarly, uncertain career aspirations also mean greatdexibility —a quality
desirable to employei®eck, 1981).Gutman & Schoon (2012pund that pupils with

uncertain career aspirations at 14 did better overall academically aged 1Gotdeawith

certain or high aspiratns. From this, Gutman & Shoon suggest that this category of young
people mighbenefit fromthis longer period of ‘moratoriumBut the most important point

is that the period of extended moratorium should not be ‘aimlespubpbseful If it is
fragmented with no sense of a plan or structure, then this uncertainty is likely tolessaim

(Staff, Harris, Sabates and Bl 2010).

Additionally, those with uncertain career aspirations are more likely tabelbdwer socio-
economic backgrounds, which is related to a limitation of opportunities including geekin
careers advic@~ouad & Bynner 2008ynner 2005). Thigoesback to opportunity
structures: the opportunities afforded by background can affect agency aidrtntake up

of the opporturties offered by the educational system.

Success innitial education is correlated with occupational or career su¢ésbby &
Schoon 2010) andhé research on edation and career outcomes is plentiad,is the
research on ‘mature studenthere is a particuldocus ondecisiors to return to education
(eg McCune, Hounsell, Christie, Cree and Tett 20&)erienceof HE (eg ReayCrozier
and Clayton 2010QXhe challenges fac€®eay 2005, 2010), or the courses studesd
Cullity 2010). However, links between initial and later educatiorraedy specifically
explored This linkis important in order to understand people’s experiences of the
education sstemand how it contributes to personal and individual developmeatn f

those who are highly successful to those who do not achieve their patedtiabse in



between. This study seeks to explore links between initial educational expeaeddeow

they may have contributed to a decision to return to education later in life.

This study explores how people describe their decision making about their educational
pathways, and what opportunities were available to them in their life coursesoAaldy,
the studyasks in what ways people believe their initial education is relatedteer
pathways and a return to educatiand fow people describe the relationship between a

return to educatioandpersonal development.

Method

Participants — Seven female participants from tviEnglishuniversitieswere interviewed
They were asked to participate by the researcher who was also a lecturer dothon
modules on their course. All had experienced a break in education, and returned to
universityas mature student§hey were studying on Foundation Degresdsich aretwo-
yearcoursedailored for school support staff who may not have traditional qualificafitmns
entryto degres. Students can opt to continue for a third year and graduate with an
Education Studies (or equivalen@gree.All participantshad experienced a break in
education, and returned to university as mature studé@nms.participant wasn a Masters
degredn educatiorat a different university and was recruited informaltie researchers
to boost the sample, as someone returning to education in order to change their career
pathway, rather than develop the trajectory on which she had stattednterview

duration ranged from 25-45 minutes and took pladée first yea of the degree course

Participant Profiles
Participant 1 is ag27 andeft school algel4, when she became pregnant. Prior to and
afterher pregnancy, she movediools regularlyexperiencing instability iler early

education. She came from a family with a history of worklessness #ralfirst person in



her family ever to go to universityder scond childsuffered fromADHD which inspired
her to help out at her local school because he needed extra support. She returned to

education as the opportunity arose from her work at the school and she decided to take it.

Participant 2 is in her mi80s and wasdricated in Pakistan. She was maraedording to
socialand cultural expectationsytting short her education. Although from a fairly affluent
and educated familghe wasnarried into a family with less education and more limited
means When she came to the UK, she founthdre acceptable and affordable for her to
continue education even as a wife and mothreddecided to take advantage of it.
Consequently, she experiencezsentment from her husband who accused her of neglecting
her primary duties to him and her two small children. Although educated from her home
country, the expectations at a UK universitifedted considerably and she regularly felt

challenged by the work.

Participant 3 is 44 and fell into hiamily line of work running a post officas expectedy

her parents She said that she did not purfige interestn danceat the timedue to financial
constraints and because her father thought she did not fit the image/size dafra Adater
divorce made her feel more independent and determined to pursue what she wanted to do.
However, she adjusted her expectations of becoming@daerself by opening a dance

school with her daughteteaching dance to aspiring youngsters.

Participant 4 is in her mid0s ands alearning support assistant. She hetsirnedto

education to gain qudications to become a teacher. Skestat an art course at

university aged 21 but left when she found the course too prescriptive. She thentto®k on
role of homemaker until her childrestartedschool,after which &e began helpinthere It

was here that sHeund a renewed interestanmt, which she had almost abandoned after her



initial departure from universityShe returned todeication to pursue teaching hoping to

specialise in teaching art.

Participant 5 is in her late 50ssfrom a ®cretarial backgroundhaving done aange of
jobs which “paid theills”. She also helped out at the local school with her own children
which inspired her return to education. Working at the school meanaeteinto contact
with, and assisted a rangeprofessiona who worked within the school. Prior to these
experiences, she was unaware of the variety of edueatiated roleswanted to explore
themfurtheras career opportuniticand decided to go to universitider children were

grown up and extremely supportigéherdecision

Partigpant 6 is 27 and has been engaged in short term jobs since leaving Stwshid

that she @l not pursue education initially aeewas not sure what to do, nor what she was
good at. This participant was planning to start a family anduhirersitycourse was a

chance for her to get a degree for when she wanted to work again. She had not planned a
particular career route at the time of the interviews but did some work apa¢ter music
teacher.University was an opportunity for her to gainthar qualifications to increase

employment opportunities.

Participant 4s 38 and had held a range of jobs in IT and personnel in the corporate world,
beforereturning to education as a mature stud8hecompletedadegree in psychology,

after deciding that washat she was really interested in and then pursued a Masters course.
She had not yet decideatactly what she wanted to do afterwards but was surshbat

wanted to work with people. The university course was an opportunity to gain relevant
gualifications. At the time of the interview @ was volunteeringt various youth groups

and counselling organisations.



Ethical considerations

Thefirst author was a lecturer to all but one of the participamterdiews were conducted
after the drationand final assessmeot the module on which the first autheas teaching.
There was no compulsion to participaléhe ethical issues of this research were approved
by the second author’s institutional ethical procedline. sample shos\a varietyin

respondents in terms of their backgrouadd experiences.

Data Collection

Data were collected using sestructured interviewsThe first question focesl on the
participant’s career or occupation before embarking an tloerseof study. Thisalso
allowed participantshe opportunity to discuss significant experiences which may have
influenced their lives and career pathwa$sibsequent questions asked about aspirations
and motivations at various ages, such as 14, 16 and 18, exploring poteritas and

sense of agency. Later questions were designed to encourage participantsler tugisi
early education and subsequent pathway in relation to what they were currentlyftieing
final topic focused on participantdecisiors to return to education, considering
motivations, benefits, and the effect on their lives. There was no direct question dén socia
class or backgroundSocial class can kefined andnterpreted in many different ways
andthisresearch was more concerned with participgrgsceptions and descriptions of

their backgrounds.

Data Analysis
Thematic analysi@Braun & Clarke 2006yvas used to analyse the dafeer transcribing
each interview. Inductive codéBSereday & Muir-Cochrane 2008)ere assigned to extracts

of data thawere relevant to the research questions and the researntenpsetationsby
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reading and reeading the data, identifyg themes and patterns. A substantial range of

codes were generated following this method for all the interviews.

Initial codes verethenmerged to better represent the data exdraxtdiscarded if there was

not enough data to support them At this point in the analysis, the raw data sets continued to
inform codes andhemes to ensure coherence #rat the meaning of the data, either as a
whole or the extracts, were not diluted or distorted (Braun & Clarke 2006). This gyoupin

of codes led to generating some general and broadfust-themes which were then

refined to creatthemain themes.

Results

The four main themes identifiedereRestrictions Opportunities, Personal Development
with subthemes in eacandan underlyinghemelabelled aRlanning These are illustrated

in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Themes generated from the data.

(SeeFigure 1 on next page)

Experiencing Restrictions

All participantsfrequently referred to a rangé restrictions they felt held them back in
exploring or pursuing their interests. These tended to fall into two main categagernal

or external. External restrictionsferred most often to family @ocial circumstancesnd
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Restrictions into opportunities: How boundaries in the life course can shape educational pathways

Figure 1. THEMES

PERSONAL
DEVELOPMENT

RESTRICTIONS OPPORTUNITIES

Internal — Family or Internal eg itk education not Limited Empowerment
social circumstances emotions, significant in ?pportunities in decision making, Confidence,
confidence, praviding life r[.3ath\.'..'a\_|r dm’a el esteem,
[ perceptions, opportunity to ‘Restrictions sehlEvarment,
Social esteem aspirations
expectations

Determination,

The opening up of perseverance,

External eg opportunities through a control of life

qualifications, return to education
awareness of available

opportunities
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were generally coektual, environmental or financial factors which may have prevented

participants from pursuing what they really wanted to.

‘When | got married then | fell pregnant and mylamys were totally different to my
mum’s family so they were not...they did not encourage me to go into

education...and so | did not ask anybody’ (Participant 2)

Other external restrictions included not being aware of what was ‘out timeréhat if you
were not aware of opportunities;cessing them was nmssible. In this way,
opportunities and restrictions were closely linked, as restrictions limitedtappms and a
lack of opportunity became a restriction. This is important because it demoniteates
inter-connectedness of the themes where debpitgy distinct, they interact in several

ways.

Further, participants regularly cited social expectations as a restri@msial expectations
includedcultural differences, financial or family circumstances and associated expextation
Marriage and motherhood was a social expectation which affected all but oopaairt
(who had decided not to have children) in this research. All were female and mhemof t
parents already or expecting to become mothers at some point soon. This wiaausignif
because their role as mothers placed substantial boundaries with regardsssrgoareers
or education, due toaring responsibilities. It meant that any pursuit of education or a
career had to negotiate thesstrictions. Participantdescribed how the expectations of
her, as a teenage mothfzgm the professionalsho weresupposed to be supporting her,
were limited to working in a supermarket checkotneif view, thereforeywas that she did
not neednanyqualifications. Consequently this shaped the support and opportunities

provided. However, in several instangasticipants’caring responsibilities ultimately

13



shaped career choices and created opportunities. For ex&anieipant 1 alsexpressed
that she decided to enter education to be abtare for her son who suffered from a range

of learning difficulties

‘...and then it was family issues realityyvas my little boys health wanted to be
closer to him so | gave up my job doing that and went to the school and started

doing learning support assistant, to be with him really.” (Participant 1)

This situation, thergould be interpreted alternativelyot just as a restriction bas a life
path or experience that shapes the individual and contributes to what they eventiggly dec
is the career path for them. In some instances the family circumstagicelyidescribed
as a restriction then becaitine tool which opened up opportunities, once again
demonstrating the blurred bounddmstween restriotin and opportunity. Similarhgome
participants who hatbrmerly been in what they described‘pdbs which paid the bills’,
turned to education as they became involved in their own children’s schooling. This
became their opportunity to flourish in aear which meant more thgust paying the
bills’. The contextof having a family and a range of waekperiencescontributed t@an
appreciation of education and a passion for entering a career which excited madiechot
these participant®s opposed to ‘just a job’. Nmarticipantdescribedexperiencing this

focus or passion when they left school.

Many of the restrictiondiscussedvere relevant téraditional female rolesn terms of
caring responsibilities or social expectatioghen participants discussed how they saw
themselves in these traditional las a reason not to pursue something, ttessectiors

can then be thought of agernalised

Lacking the confidence or feeling uncertain of the path to take, becomesdiogsivhere

believing that something was not possible became a reason not to do it:

14



‘...but | wasn’t sure how to progress, thought | wouldn’t be able to go to university’

(Participant 5)

One participant described internal regtons as the biggest barrier and these could be
described aperceived restrictionsAnother person might perceive the same situation as
something entirely differentDefying social expectations was a large part of this restriction,
demonstrating houhis can shape one’s own cognitive restrictions and beliefs about oneself
(Hewitt, 2009). For exampleaRicipant2 had to change her own beliefs about the role of

wife and mother before she could begin to think of returning to education. When she found
herself in a country and culture which she believed to be more encouraging for a mother
engaging in something in addition to household duties, this participant felt confident enough
to pursue education. Hence, the return to education itself represented considerable persona

development.

Not having the appropriate qualifications to pursue a career in a desired feetdfurégher

restriction:

‘you have to have a degree...l have been to so many workshops and seminars and all
the experience and personality lretworld is not good enough...you have to have

the degree.{Participant 3)

Many participants reporteallack of qualifications obtained in initial education was a main
reason to return to educatiomhis was often twinned with a desire to do something for
oneself as a means of personal development. All, but one participant, reported going
through early education being uninspired by their initial school experiencesepAfted no
career guidance or focasd participanthad leftschool with no plan orgrticular direction.
This appears to have resultedthem being led in life rather than leadihgir lives. It

seemed, thouglthat participantsook control anddlt empowered later in life. One way in

15



which this control manifested itself was a rettoreducation.This sense of agency seemed

absent or dormant ireports ofearlier educational experiences.

Life experiences since leaving schappeared to havghaped participantsense of self
and direction.Perhapsdue to some of the reported restrictions, they would not have been
in a position to have this agenegrlier in life. Restrictions howeverare not necessarily

alwaysnegativefor these participantsestrictions also became opportunities.

Re-appraising situations

In the data, the theme opportunities(sometimeseferred taas alack of opportunitiesjvas
about optiongarticipants felt were available to them, particularly in earlier careers or
schooling.This was closely tied in with restrictiorisarlier school years and opportunities
were linked in that participantselt that school did not provide them with opportunities at
the time. There could be a number of reasons for this: all but onepHrti@pants
discussed how they went through their early education in ‘a bit of a daze’ - thdidjast

was expected of themot necessarily engaging

One participant summarised school as just being “something ygubeire progressing to
employmat. This participantlid not expeceducatiorto be inspiing or necessarily life

changing:

‘We did not really get any guidance, we just went along with what we were supposed

to do...” (Participant 5)

Nevertheless, possibly with the benefit of hindsight, opportunities were linked to initial
education regularly by participants. It could be that, because many of tlogopats

reported not beingngagedn school, they did not identify and hence access opportunities
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that could have been presented at the tiRerticipants also believedat careers guidance

was never a focusit schogl which may mean that potential opportunities were missed.

Theseperceivedmissed opportunitiesay have also been partly duddw parental
involvement. Participants reported tparentalengagemernn theireducation was

relatively low:

‘They[parents]did not really push ifeducationjthat much. They were quite laid

back about it actually.” (Participant 6)

There is a considerable body of research which shows that when parents are vegdinvol
in their child’s educatiorghildrenare more likely to follow a structured career path with a
degree of plannin@Dietrich & Kracke 2009) The level of parental involvement
participants spoke about coyldrtly explainlow levels ofengagenent withschool.
Educated parents are more likely to be avedignd have access to informatjavhich they
can then provide to their children in the form of greater opportuiidied-raja Oliveira and

Zanchi201Q Eccles1993).

Relating this to the return to education, the opening dptofe opportunity was reported by
many participants as a reason to return. This was primarily in the foroalifigations not
obtained during initial periencs. Options wereestrictedwithout certain qualifications

anda return to education was a stepping stone to further progress and career development

Participantsalso recognised that life experiences and a better knowledge and awareness of
self, meant opportunities presented in later life were more likely to be reedgmd taken
up than when youngefThis demonstrates that, in some instances, the range of experiences

in life meant individualsiow possessed the personal qualities and confidence to take up
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opportunities. It could be argued that an opportunity is only an opportunity, ésttre

thatanindividual feels ready to be able to take on challengesgmted with it.

For example, Participant 5 believed that had she gone to university when she was,young
she would not have had the confidence to continue. She maintained that it would not have
been her priority, as it was in this current stage ofifeerbecause it would hawhallenged

what was expecteaf her at that time.

This theme of opportunitierisingfrom restrictions can be linked to the individual's

personal development over time and through life experiences.

Empowerment and recognising potential

The decision to return to education for all participants represpatédularchallenges,
many of them arising from the restrictions described earfdrparticipants had to
challenge the social expectations of their families, as webaster stereotypes or
prejudices due to age or social background. One participant explained how her famil

considered her a ‘snob’ and above them because she had decided to go to university.

Returning to education was a major decision for all partitgpaepresenting a sense of
empowerment and control over their lives, the lack of which had formed part of their
internal restrictions. The challenges academia presented were no longeirsptodile
afraid of, but a mileston® be achieved. Participshad considerably higher and more

certain aspirations than they reported having at the ages of 14, 16 or 18:

‘...not until my early 30s did | really find what | was wanting to spend my time doing

when | started to work with children... it took me that long!" (Participant 5)
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Many expressed the confidence to achieve these by not just waiting for opes touai
actively seeking them. During interviews participants often reported not having
opportunities presented to them earlier in life, but this rhetoric seemed to chaagéhey

talked about the future representing a more proactive approach:

‘Confidence, self-esteem, achievement, recognition that | can do it. Age is
immaterial. And to enjoy the challenge. It's the worst thing | did and the best thing

| did, because it is hard to fit in but a huge sense of achievement.’ (Participant 4)

Personal development enabled the overcoming of restrictions, not only to accesstout al
create opportunities.ile experiences and dealing with life challenges shaped individuals’
sense of empowerment. For example, one participant had an unplanned pregnancy which
led to marriage and more children. Initially she resented this, but eversialtyrned it

into a challege and threw herself into motherhood. Through her children’s schooling she
became involved in and passionate about education, focusthe difficulties faced by

children in the classroom, fuelled by her own experience of school life.

The decision to return to education was a part of this development and the qualities that
seem to have contributed are those identified as determination and persevehasee. T
acted as the forces which enabled participants to make decisions formiogtpait

personal development. Consequently, all participants indicated how they now fédt able

plan where they wanted to go and be in life.

The process of planning

Planning refers to the process and the practical stegertakerio achieve a goal or reach a
destination (Smith 1999)it is often considered aly to success, be it the planning of an
event or the planning of one’s life. It also refers to the consideration of bamiér

challenges and how these can be either overcome or turned into an opportunity. A degree
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of certainty of where one wants to qneans challenges are just that: challenges to overcome

en route to a particular goal.

Many participantgeportedactive planning as something they had never properly engaged in
previously. Thisould be relatetb the perceived enormity of restrictions, which may have
prevented participants from engaging in the process of planning in their foryednge
Additionally, thereportedsocial environments of the participants did not lend themselves to
the conscious planng of life pathways All participantsbelieved theyfell in’ to particular

jobs or roks because of financial and social pressoregpectations. In these cases, this

pressure did not provide the opportunity to consider a longer-term future.

However had all these participants ‘planned’ their lives and careers, it was verlglpossi

that they would not have entered the field that they were in currently.

‘What | am doing now... | never ever thought | would be doing today! (Participant

1)

The diverse life experiences of people often lead them into unexpectst or life

pathways. Unplannefir experiences and how they are addressed can present a range of
different, challenging and potentially rewarding opportunities. Howevrighlependent

on the individual (Krumboltz 2009). The personal qualities of determination and
perseverancthat many participants displayed seem to be important in overcoming
challenges and restrictioriBhese skills werapparentlydeveloped through life experienges

and not via school aducationsee Table 1 for summary)
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Summary Table: Initial barriers and later positive and negative life experiences

Participant 1
Unplanned teen pregnancy and
education cut short

Second child diagnosed with
ADHD

Family/social expectations
meant that pursuing education
or a career was never presented
as an option

Opportunity to help out at local school to
be near child with ADHD

Exposed to the opportunity to go to
university

Family and social expectations —initially
presented as a barrier but then became a
supportive network which was proud of her
determination

Wanting her children to achieve and enter
careers rather than be workless.

Higher aspirations for herself and her
children created yet further opportunities
as well as a means of overcoming barriers.

Participant 2
English as a second language

Marriage, motherhood and
family/social expectations

Moved to the UK. Different social
expectations, financial assistance to study
became available

Challenge of childcare in a new place.
Marital strain due to additional workload
and responsibilities

Challenge of a different education system
academically

Cultural perceptions and expectations of
education itself.

Participant 3

Expectation and responsibility to
join the family line of work

A perceived barrier of the
participant feeling her ‘build’
was not conducive to pursuing
her dream of becoming a dancer

Confidence and determination to follow
own dream due to a divorce

Age was a barrier in becoming a dancer but
participant changed what could be
achieved but determined to pursue own
dream. For example, decided to open a
dance academy instead of becoming a
dancer herself
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Qualification to become a teacher was a
barrier and to overcome it, the participant
started university which provided more
opportunity

Participant 4
Abandoned an early interest in

art due to the ‘restrictive’ nature
of the curriculum at school.

Did not complete a university
course in art due to an
unexpected pregnancy and then
opted to be a stay-at-home
mother

Rekindled a love for art when children
started school and helping out there made
her realise she could teach art and
encourage children to explore for
themselves

Further opportunity to return to university
and train as a teacher

Grown up children meant a career plan was
now possible

Participant 5

Perceived there to be no
opportunity within the family to
pursue education or a career

Felt that the system for further
education was biased against
girls.

Work was a means to pay the
bills and did not initially feature
as a way of personal
development

Engaged in ‘mundane’ admin jobs.
Becoming a mother meant access to
schools and opportunity to ‘help out’ and
be exposed to many new roles within the
school system, such as support staff. It
meant that this participant could explore a
role within a school that was not purely
admin and could be an opportunity for self-
development.

Parental responsibilities lessoned and there
was support from her adult children.
Opportunity to attend university course
was provided at the school.

Participant 6

Limited guidance and plans for
the future meant this participant
was unsure of what to do next

Felt as if she was floating from
job to job

Working as a music teacher on a freelance
basis presented an opportunity to go to
university which the participant took in
order to gain further qualifications

It could be said that attending university
was another thing this participant was
presented with and she ‘went with the
flow’
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Participant 7 e Decided to go back to university as a means
Pursuing a career which the of career change
participant thought would lead e Economic situation meant there were few
to job security turned out to be appropriate jobs and an opportunity to re-
unfulfilling train.

Discussion

The findings of this studgevealed that participants experienced restrictions in their
initial education and earlier livebut personal development during the life course gave
them the agency to turn these restrictions into opportunities. They now felt atde to pl

and shape their own life courses, rather than being at the mercy of happenstance.

Krumboltz (2009) would argue that mafactors direct life pathways, suggesting that
initial education must play a role in enabling individuals to take full advantadke of a
experiences of learning, both formal and informal. This is important, not just in making
a single career decision, but to stimulate all learning and take appropriaies aat

enable a satisfying and fulfilling career and personal life.

Restrictions and opportunities

All the themeswvere interrelated, particularly the relationship between restrictions and
opportunity. Participants reported restrictions to be internal and external which i
relevantto the understanding @fspirations, career uncertainty or indecis@mdcareer
development models. The findings demonstrated how having low or uncertain
aspirationsnay relateo participants’ social backgrounds. This was also evident in

research in the 1970s (Willis 1977) and more recent research (Gutman & Schoon 2012):
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despite tle widening participation agendaspirations and career decisions still seem to
be linked to social backgroumal Britain. Reay (2005) emphasises how differences in
social and cultural capital continue to mean thatsscte higher education for people
from lower SES is restricted due to less awareness or knowledge about courdes, how

access courseandwhere a course placpsople in terms of career opportunities.

Further, a suggested by the Willis studyndividuals coeonstructheir social identity,
thereby perpetuating social backgrounds by internalising restrictionsy ddahe
participants in this study reported family or social restrictions, which taksyved

prohibited them from seeking or accessing opportunidisthne participants in this

study were worenand many of the restrictions (some of which then turned into
opportunities) reported related to gendered roles, such as wife or mother, or to social
expectations about gender and image (such as participant 3). This can be viewed in the
light of Bourdieu’s (2008habitus which refers to the social and cultural environment
within which one is situated. This habitus contributes to the individual’applaisal

and consequently the way one approaches restrictions or opportunities.

Furthemore many of the participants in this study reported a lack of awareness of
opportunitiesgiting limited or noguidance from schools or parents on potential
pathways. This relates to Roberts’ (2009) ‘opportunity structures’ arguing that
opportunities are only those which are available to individuals through the local labour
market organisation (ie jobs availablgjrough social networks, education or careers
advice. If the opportunity structures are not there, then people’s abiitgéss them
would inevitably be limited. The findings of this study confirm that opportunity
structuresincluding restrictionsgontinue to play an important role in career pathways.
Roberts emphasises that it is not just people making the ‘wrong choices’ wédaté cr

imbalances, but also when aspirations do not match opportunities.
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Thebackgrounds of most participants emerged during the interview responses.
Participants’ commentariegem to support existing researchparticular that of

Eccles (2009)in that family, social and culturéctorsimpactedon the individual self-
belief of what could be achieveohd the motivatioto achieve. The internal

restrictions referred more to séélief in what was possible and realistic. People aspire
to achieve what is achievable, rather than aim for something that seems urattainab
(Ashby & Schoon 2010). For example, for several participants, university was not eve
a remote possibility following initial education, but as the individuaddiituschanged
through life experiences, so too did their appraisal of opportunities and the ability t
overcome restriction® take advantage afiose opportunities. $the individuas

developed confidence through life experiences, such festisovere lessignificant.

The findings also demonstrated hoftena restriction itself became the driving force.
For example, several participants had caring responsibilities which wgsfecant
restricton (both internal and external). Be¥esponsibilites, however, verepivotal in
taking the decision to enter university becguaeicipantsvanted more for their
children or hadlecidedto take control of their lives. Furthermore, caring
responsibilites provided purpose or directiavhich was lacking impaticipants’earlier
lives. Significant life events often act as the trigger to change one’s life (Walters
2000). So what appeared as a restriction also beaaoportunity, but what was

important in this appraisal was the change in the individual’s perceptions.

Engagement with initial education

The findings of this study revealed that initial education was not engaging or
stimulating and did not sufficiently prepare participants for the world of work,
specificallyin terms of qualifications, confidence and opportunities. This is concerning

because one of the aims of education is to do just that (Ozturk 206t jhere is
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plenty of research which suggests that education is failing some chifdideaing

them with a ‘fragile amdemic selesteem’ (Waller 2004). However, at the same time,
thesefindings also indicated that participants had low expectations of their education.
Theydid not feel engaged sufficiently at school to be proactive in their own educational
planning and consequently, were either uncertain of their future careergpby si

channelled into whatever was available at the time.

Planning and personal development

The participant#n this studyfell into’ jobs which they found unfulfilling, resulting in
frequent job changes and a lack of focus or planning for the future. In this regard, the
extended period of moratorium or role exploration was ‘aimless’ and not purposeful.
Thisis somewhat reflective of previous reseatbiat those withuncertain career
aspirationsnay demonstrate sueimlessnesgStaff et al. 2010; Gutman & Schoon

2012).

This study demonstrated that personal development was an important part afigeturni

to educatio. The return to education gave participants a sense of empowerment,
confidence and self-esteem which enabled them to be determined and persevering in
what they set out to do. This personal development was in evidence when contrasted
with descriptions oinitial educational experiences, which had left many participants
feeling ill-prepared to tackle the challenges of life, with a sense of bewilderment and no
sense of direction. Personal advancemsantbe seenot only a crucial motivator in
returning toeducation (Osborne, Marks and Turner 2004), but also the lever for
making the decision to return. Without a level of personal development already
occurring through life experiences, accessing the opportunity for highettieduca

would not have materialised (Walters 2000).
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As highlighted by Sullivan and Baruch (2009), changing attitudes towardsr caree
development and control is relevant in people taking responsibility for their own lives.
This was absertturing and directlafter initial education for the participants in this
study, where ‘happenstand&rumboltz 2009) was more the dominant controlling

feature and perhaps a reason why planning was neglected.

Conclusion

The findings from this small study build on a body of existing research on thaf role
education in personal developmeResearch shows that there is a correlation between
education and sesteemand that engagement with education presents an opportunity
for selfempowerment and confiden@@rth et al. 2010)This studysuggest that

education doesot always completelfulfil the role of equipping individuals with the
aptitude, aspiration and flexibility( personal development) necessary to continue in
education or keep up with the demands of the world of withis is especialliikely if

an individual’s background is not ‘aligned’ to taking advantage of opportunities

presentedChowdry, Crawford, Deardon, Goodman and Vignoles 2010).

Perhapghisis preventing true social mobility, because if an individual does not have

the personal development to access or seek opportunities, then education that simply
provides skills or knowledge is not going to change the status quo. Consideration of the
relationships between restrictions, opportunities, personal development, and planning in
this study/ed to the conclusion that it was life experiences rathergtlaool and
educatiorthat both motivated and empowered the interviewees to take advantage of

opportunities for higher education.
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