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Abstract 

Young people’s ideas of the future are important. The connections between young 
people’s aspirations and the educational choices they make are of great interest to 
educators and education researchers. However, despite the attention paid to the nature of 
young people’s ideas of the future, the connection between young people’s ideas of the 
future and their educational decisions is not well understood. This research explores the 
nature of young people’s ideas of the future in light of the role they play in young people’s 
educational decision-making, developing new ways to describe the work done by young 
people’s ideas of the future in their decision-making, and showing that, for some young 
people, the nature of the future is very different to that represented in education policy 
and research.  

The thesis argues for the need to better understand the place of young people’s ideas of 
the future in their internal conversation, and to develop empirical methods to make the 
action of these ideas visible. Drawing on work from a range of disciplines, and on data 
from a series of interviews with young people in the process of choosing GCSE subjects, it 
develops a methodological approach that recognises language as a generative mechanism 
at work within the internal conversation, identifying language structures that produce 
futurity in speech, such as deixis. The thesis proposes a theoretical framework centred on 
the internal movement of the subject between dispositional, reflexive, and speculative 
modes of producing ideas of the future, and, in considering how these three modes 
interact and produce each other, reasserts the capacity of habitus to drive anticipation 
and speculation. The research suggests that young people adopted multiple different 
stances towards the future depending on the context in which the future is encountered, 
and discusses the practical implications of this for educators and researchers. 
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1   Introduction: young people’s ideas of the future 

This thesis is about young people’s ideas of the future. At the time I write, the relationship 
between young people and the future has become more visible. Nick Lee (2013) describes 
the ways in which children and young people are imagined as “fragments of the future”, 
embodying adult hopes and being valued for their capacity to project adult interests into 
the future. But, as recent media stories on young people’s climate fears demonstrate , 1

there is a growing recognition that, for young people themselves, the future can be a place 
of uncertainty and doubt. As fundamental aspects of the world we live in are becoming 
uncertain — the animals it has in it, the weather we experience, the nutrition we can 
derive from the soil and plants, the nature of the progression of the seasons — paying 
attention to the ideas that young people have about the future and their place in it seems 
timely. 

Maria Ojala (2016) describes the importance of educators being able to work 
constructively with young people’s anxiety and hope in developing their capacity to act in 
the face of climate uncertainty. This is one example of young people encountering ideas 
of the future in an educational setting, in a way intended to support them to take action 
towards desirable futures. The principle that education is fundamentally concerned with 
young people’s futures is widely accepted, though the ways in which this concern is 
realised vary. If Ojala and colleagues working in environmental education demonstrate 
one possible approach towards the future, there are other approaches that might be more 
commonly observed. In mainstream political and policy discourse in England, for 
example, education is represented as primarily serving the needs of the labour market, 
and the futures it enables for young people are imagined in purely economic terms. In the 
context of English education policy, education has been pictured as a set of ‘pathways’ 
taking young people from education into work (as Irwin, 2021, describes). For many 
students, and educators, and policy-makers, the accreditation provided through 
education in the present is necessarily linked with particular outcomes in the future: a 
certificate in a ‘STEM’ subject (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) 
awarded today will be followed by a job in a STEM field. Osberg (2018, p. 7) characterises 
this kind of approach as “extrapolatory” (and points to over a century of philosophical 
critique detailing the insufficiency of this kind of mechanistic account of causation). 

Feher’s (2009) description of ‘human capital’ suggests another way of understanding the 
connection between education and the labour market, troubling the notion of a necessary 
connection between accreditation and outcome. On his account, education is a form of 
investment in the self. Individuals work to develop a ‘portfolio of conducts’ that are 
valued by the market, working to ‘appreciate’ themselves: “our main purpose is not so 
much to profit from our accumulated potential as to constantly value or appreciate 

 For example: “Climate change: Young people very worried - survey”, BBC News 14th September 2021 (https://1

www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-58549373), ”The climate crisis and the rise of eco-anxiety”, BMJ Opinion, 6th October 2021 
(https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2021/10/06/the-climate-crisis-and-the-rise-of-eco-anxiety/)
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ourselves — or at least prevent our own depreciation” (Feher, 2009, p. 27). Here, the 
purpose of accreditation is to signal a set of potential future conducts of which the 
subject is capable, and these possible future actions are valued at various rates by the 
market. The crucial shift here is from subjects that own their capital (the free labourer 
able to sell their labour) to subjects that invest in it, that speculate with it and receive the 
dividends. Students in formal education are particularly susceptible to being imagined as 
parcels of future conducts and competences, with their present experience of schooling 
mediated by expectations of their future performance extrapolated from the data 
produced through regular assessment (Finn, 2015; Grant, 2017). The purpose of education, 
then, is not to help a student into a particular job, but to indicate their potential value to 
the market. The pathways approach aims for a destination, a present that is still in the 
future: the self-appreciation approach is not aiming to reach a present but remains 
perpetually fixed on the future. 

Whether education is seen as a means of eternal self-appreciation, or as a pathway to a 
destination, both these approaches focus on future outcomes. They both represent, too, 
the dominant orientation towards the future, which limits talk of young people’s futures 
to their economic success. There are alternative ways of relating education to the future. 
Osberg (2018), drawing on Gur-Ze’ev (1998), describes a “post-critical educational 
philosophy” (p. 6) that seeks ways for education to do more than prepare for an imagined 
future by addressing deficiencies in the present, and suggests a way of doing education 
that is not driven by the search for future outcomes but instead concentrates on fostering 
an openness to what is not yet imagined. Similarly, Biesta (2015) offers a view of the future 
in education, not as a teleological endpoint of a process of development (or accreditation), 
but as the “unforeseen”, the unimagined capacities that are not yet evidenced in the 
student but to which educators can appeal in communicating the possibility of a different 
future (see also Hodgson et al., 2018, p. 13). These stances echo the utopian positions set 
out by other authors (Levitas, 2013; Siebers, 2012; Thompson & Zizek, 2013) that conceive 
of the future differently, as being immanent within the present, rather than following on 
from it. 

But alternatives like these are less visible, in part because, as Gough (1990) points out, 
education’s stance towards the future is not something examined within education: 
instead, ideas of the future are “tacit”, “taken for granted” and mobilised uncritically 
(Gough, 1990, p. 301). Other writers seeking to challenge the taken-for-granted nature of 
ideas of the future in education have suggested that education should be the site where 
young people—and others in society more generally—recognise and interrogate the 
stances towards the future that are available to them (Beare & Slaughter, 1993; Facer, 2012; 
Gidley & Hampson, 2005). Doing this would offer a chance to develop alternative 
approaches that emphasise a different relationship between education and the future 
(e.g., Facer, 2013). Perhaps these alternative relationships might enable more educators to 
turn young people’s anxieties and hopes into transformational action, following Ojala 
(2017). 

I am interested in whether, and how, these and other orientations to the future appear to 
young people. If orientations towards the future like those sketched above support action 
of some kind, when do young people act on the ideas of the future that they possess? 
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When they act, do they imagine they are choosing a pathway, or investing in themselves, 
or enlarging their sense of the possible, or undertaking some other kind of engagement 
with the future? Are their futures something they define in economic terms, or do they 
reach for other ways of seeing value in the choices they make? To the extent that these 
ideas of the future shape the decisions young people make, they are important not just in 
themselves but because they contribute to young people’s success and flourishing, and to 
their capacity to contribute to the transformation demanded by the current network of 
planetary crises. The decisions that formal education systems require of young people — a 
choice of subjects for examinations, the decision to participate or not in higher education 
— are presented, by schools and the wider media, as just those kinds of choices on which 
later success and flourishing rests. What are the ideas of the future that young people 
draw on in making these decisions? Do young people make use of the mainstream, 
outcomes-based approach to the future, or are there any signs of alternative ways of 
imagining the future in young people’s educational decision-making? 

1.1   Research aims and objectives 

The study described here is an attempt to better understand the nature of young people’s 
ideas of the future in light of the role they play in young people’s educational decision-
making. I concentrate on the ideas of the future themselves, rather than the decisions 
they support. But my interest in these ideas comes from their role in young people’s 
agency, and I try, in what follows, to relate my description of young people’s ideas of the 
future to accounts of agency and decision-making. I understand ‘ideas of the future’ very 
broadly, a choice initially made in part so as not to anticipate the outcome of my research 
by deciding which kinds of ideas were of most interest. I use the term to refer to any way 
in which future time is represented or invoked by young people. That would encompass 
the hopes and anxieties of the young people Ojala (2017) worked with, as well as their 
career plans, day-dreams, expectations, and other moments of encountering the future. 
As I describe in the next chapter, I also include within ‘ideas of the future’ what other 
authors have called ‘images of the future’, ‘aspirations’ and ‘future orientations’. Working 
with a broad conception of ‘ideas of the future’ affords me the opportunity to connect 
these different literatures. 

As I describe in chapter 3, in this research I understand agency to be mediated through 
young people’s internal conversations, following Margaret Archer (2003). My research aim 
is to better understand the place of young people’s ideas of the future in their internal 
conversation, and to develop empirical methods to make the action of these ideas visible. 
To do so is my first research objective. Through these empirical methods, I address my 
other research objectives: to better understand the role of language in producing young 
people’s ideas of the future; to develop new insights into the speculative elements of 
young people’s ideas of the future; and to explore how young people might move between 
different temporal contexts within the internal conversation. 
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1.2   Structure of the thesis 

The thesis is organised in eight chapters, including this introduction. In the chapter that 
follows, I review the ways different research traditions have described the place of ideas of 
the future in young people’s lives, and how these ideas relate to agency. The work I 
discuss is predominantly from researchers working within education research, futures 
studies, sociology, and youth studies. In this work, I suggest, we can find three 
characteristic accounts of the relationship between young people’s ideas of the future and 
their agency. ‘Magnetic futures’ exert a teleological pull on young people’s actions in the 
present. ‘Folk utilitarianism’ describes young people as rational choosers, selecting the 
most beneficial future from a range of possibilities. ‘Policy pragmatism’ describes the 
balance young people are imagined to make between present-day structural constraints 
on their action and the futures they desire. These three accounts of the relationship 
between young people’s ideas of the future and their actions in the present are all 
examples of the mainstream, outcomes-based approach to the future described above, 
and I group them together here under the banner of the ‘standard future’, characterised 
by an emphasis on ideas of the future as aspirations, and by a linear understanding of the 
relationship between past, present and future. 

Critiques of these positions are to be found within the sociology of education and related 
disciplines, and I give an account of these critiques, before describing how these 
disciplines themselves imagine the relationship between young people’s ideas of the 
future and their educational decision-making. This is followed with a summary of two 
theoretical notions that play a large role in this literature, and on which I draw myself: 
Bourdieu’s habitus and its anticipatory capacity, and Archer’s account of the reflexive 
agency produced within the internal conversation. I close the chapter with a claim that, 
while young people’s ideas of the future are well-described by previous research, the role 
these ideas play in internal decision-making processes is less well-understood. 
Consequently, my research aims to address this gap, working to better understand the 
place of ideas of the future in young people’s internal conversations, and to develop 
empirical methods that offer a way of making the work of these ideas of the future visible. 

Developing these methods requires some initial theoretical account of how ideas of the 
future might feature in young people’s internal conversations. Chapter 3 sets out this 
account. I begin by describing my use of critical realism as a metatheoretical perspective. 
Critical realism describes the world as being produced through the contingent operation 
of generative mechanisms. I make the case for considering language as this kind of 
generative mechanism within the internal conversation, as a way of imagining how ideas 
of the future might feature within the internal conversation. I discuss Archer’s (2007) 
account of agency and the internal conversation, and suggest that (contrary to her views) 
there is a place for habitus within an account of the internal conversation. I draw on 
Emirbayer and Mische (1998), alongside Mandich (2020), Decoteau (2016), and Zittoun 
and Gillespie (2018), to describe the internal movement of attention between different 
temporal contexts, and suggest that the internal subject adopts a particular stance 
towards each context. Where this movement between contexts is incomplete, there are 
times when neither the dispositional thought arising from the habitus, nor the reflexive 
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thought that Archer and Bourdieu suggest such discontinuities demand are adequate. I 
introduce a third mode of thought, speculation (following Savransky, 2017), and suggest 
that the internal conversation may be led at different times by dispositional, reflexive, or 
speculative modes of thought. My provisional theoretical assumptions, from which I 
develop my methods, are that young people’s ideas of the future are produced in the 
internal conversation through the generative mechanisms in language, through 
dispositional, reflexive, and speculative thinking. I close the chapter with a statement of 
my research objectives, as described in section 1.1 above. 

In chapter 4, I set out my methodology and describe the methods used to address my 
objectives. I draw on the initial theoretical framework laid out in chapter 3 to suggest 
possible ways in which the action of young people’s ideas of the future might be made 
empirically visible. Drawing on critical realist understandings of the nature of empirical 
knowledge, I suggest that traces of these three modes of thinking about the future will be 
seen in the language used by young people, and suggest further that the methods I use 
will have to intentionally produce this language, since I cannot rely on being able to 
observe it through ethnographic approaches. I go on to describe the interview-based 
approach I adopted. This included an exercises intended to support young people to 
reflect on their perception of the relationship between their agency and their ideas of the 
future, and a sound-based exercise intended to foster speculative thinking. I discuss the 
ethical considerations that informed my interactions with young people. I describe the 
process of recruiting my sample, and the practical considerations of carrying out the 
research. The chapter finishes with a description of my approach to analysing the texts 
produced through these methods, beginning by examining the lexical and grammatical 
features that produce language about the future and moving on to an interpretive analysis 
of the way these language structures sustain discourses of agency and futurity. 

The next three chapters present findings from my research. Chapter 5 introduces the 
young people I spoke with, and presents some of the ideas of the future that were 
apparent in their speech. I note the ways in which their movement between temporal 
contexts seemed evident, and build on the idea of ‘stance’ introduced in chapter 3 to 
describe individual differences amongst young people and their ideas of the future. I 
suggest that the idea of stance offers analytic advantages over the concepts of ‘future 
orientation’ or ‘future perspectives’ seen in the literature: it recognises that young people 
might have multiple ways of approaching the future that depend on the temporal context 
in which it is encountered, thus avoiding the essentialism that the notion of future 
orientation risks. I close by describing some of the implicit ontological perspectives that 
appeared to underpin some young people’s stances towards the future, and comment on 
how these differ to the ontological assumptions underpinning the standard model of the 
future described in chapter 2. 

Chapter 6 explores the language structures that underpin the production of these stances, 
illustrating the capacity of language to act as a generative mechanism. In it, I identify a 
number of features of language that produce talk about the future, and some that 
produce ideas of the future through implication rather than direct representation. I 
describe the way that deictic speech, speech that points at a reference outside an 
utterance, enables the production of a layered and relational futurity which young people 
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employ in shifting between temporal contexts. I introduce the notion of a ‘thick present’, 
possessed of duration and depth, as a way of accommodating this complex temporal 
movement. Chapter 7 describes the outcomes from the speculative exercise I designed, in 
which young people were asked to create narratives around unfamiliar and unidentified 
sounds. I explore the affective responses of young people to these sounds, and share some 
aspects of their own accounts of the process of trying to produce images and narratives in 
response to novel sonic settings. Through these discussions, the importance of existing 
ideas for creating new ideas became evident, and I suggest that habitus might be thought 
of as an engine of speculation, furnishing the resources for young people to move from 
dispositional thinking towards speculative thought. 

In the final chapter, I reflect on my research objectives in the light of these findings, and 
discuss the new understandings of young people’s ideas of the future that have emerged 
from my conversations with them. I share a summary of my revised theoretical 
framework incorporating these new understandings. I discuss the limitations of the study. 
And I suggest that the research makes a number of contributions to understanding the 
way ideas of the future might work in the internal conversations of young people. In 
bringing together different bodies of knowledge concerned with agency and the future, 
and in developing a set of ideas for talking about the place of ideas of the future within 
young people’s internal conversations, it makes a theoretical contribution. In developing 
novel approaches towards making aspects of the internal conversation visible, it makes a 
methodological contribution. And in identifying the capacity of language to act as a 
generative mechanism in producing futurity, and in raising the question of how far young 
people’s implicit ontologies of the future might depart from those underpinning the 
standard model of the future, it makes a substantive contribution. 

Finally, I situate this study alongside other relevant recent work, consider some areas for 
further research suggested by my findings, and suggest some of the ways that these 
findings might complement and enrich educational efforts to engage young people with 
the future. My motivation for undertaking this study comes, in part, from time spent 
professionally working with groups of young people and adults to develop new ideas of 
the future through scenario planning and other foresight techniques. This professional 
experience suggested to me that a better conception of the connection between ideas of 
the future and action in the present is necessary, if this kind of anticipatory practice is 
going to have the transformative effects on the world claimed by its champions. I hope 
that the ideas shared here might have the potential to help develop such an 
understanding. 
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2   Ideas of the future in young people’s decision-
making: a literature review 

This chapter addresses different aspects of the way ‘ideas of the future’ are evident in 
young people’s lives according to the current research. As this chapter illustrates, within 
this research literature authors have identified multiple ways that young people engage 
with the future, and so a range of terms are employed. Some authors and fields are 
concerned with ‘images of the future’; others explore ’future orientations’, or ‘possible 
selves’, or discuss hopes, or expectations, or aspirations. I am using the term ‘ideas of the 
future’ to encompass all these and other ways in which future time is represented or 
invoked in relation to young people’s lives. Where I am addressing work that uses a 
specific term (such as ‘images of the future’) I will use the same term, for consistency and 
to avoid excessive re-writing of others’ work: when I am considering the general picture 
emerging across literatures I will refer to ‘ideas of the future’. 

Much work concerned with young people’s ideas of the future has been motivated by an 
interest in how they make their way through the world, to paraphrase Archer (2007). That 
is, young people’s ideas of the future are connected by researchers to the way they exercise 
agency, whether in very general terms (such as their response to climate chance and 
uncertainty, or their careers and adopted lifecourse) or in more specific contexts (such as 
the decisions they make). In particular, education research has given a great deal of 
attention to the decisions young people about their participation in education, and this is 
the context for my own interest in young people’s ideas of the future. This chapter makes 
the case that education research lacks an account of how young people’s ideas of the 
future work within the internal process of decision-making, and suggests that education 
researchers would benefit from developing empirical methods to make these processes 
visible. 

The chapter is organised in three sections. In the first section, I identify three positions 
adopted within the research towards young people’s ideas of the future:  

— accounts of ‘magnetic futures’, in which ideas of the future are reckoned to exert a 
teleological pull on young people’s actions in the present, 

— accounts of ‘folk utilitarianism’, in which young people are imagined as rational 
choosers selecting the future with the greatest imagined benefit, and 

— accounts of ‘policy pragmatism’, in which the decisions young people make are 
recognised as a balance between present-day structural constraints and the imagined 
futures they are working to achieve. 

I outline how young people’s ideas of the future have been described within each of these 
broad positions. In the second section, I discuss critiques of these positions from within 
the sociology of education and related disciplines, before summarising how research 
within this disciplinary perspective has characterised young people’s ideas of the future 
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and their relationship to the educational decisions they make. In the final section, I 
describe two theoretical perspectives that occupy a central position within this work: 
Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, which informs the way many educational researchers 
understand young people’s agency and their ideas of the future, and Archer’s account of 
reflexive agency produced through the internal conversation. I conclude the chapter with 
a claim that, while the nature and effect of young people’s ideas of the future might be 
well-described by previous research, there is a need for a better understanding of the place 
of young people’s ideas of the future within their internal conversations. My research 
aims to develop empirical methods that will support education researchers in developing 
such an understanding. 

2.1   Magnetic futures, folk utilitarianism, and policy 
pragmatism 

In this section, I outline three common characterisations of the relationship between 
young people and the future. They differ in the way that they describe young people’s 
ideas of the future, and in the place they have for young people’s agency. But all three 
approaches have two common features. First, they are concerned with ideas of the future 
as possible outcomes that might be realised. And second, they work with a linear 
understanding of time, differentiating between the ‘now’ of the present and the ‘later’ of 
the future. Together, they comprise what I will refer to in this thesis as the ‘standard 
model’ of the future. The sections and chapters following this one illustrate that there are 
alternatives to this model of the future. 

2.1.1   Magnetic futures 

The idea that imagined futures are an integral and necessary component of action is an 
intuition commonly encountered in Western society. The role of ‘images of the future’ in 
driving social change was a central part of the sociology of the future instigated by Bell 
and Mau (1971), who saw individual choices as determined in large part by the kinds of 
future people wanted or expected to see, rather than social structure, in contrast to what 
they saw as the “standard American sociological assumptions” of the time (Bell & Mau, 
1971, p. xi). These expectations, informed by the values of the societies that hold them, 
then contribute to the present-day choices that bring about future circumstances (Bell & 
Mau, 1971, p. 24). Polak, writing around the same time, suggested that the health of a 
society depended on its capacity to generate and renew strong images of the future — 
“the rise and fall of images of the future precedes or accompanies the rise and fall of 
cultures” (Polak, 1973, p. 19). On this account, images of the future are a necessary 
precondition for action, a position held more strongly by de Jouvenal, who suggests that 
“fictions” (necessarily, he claims, ideas about possible futures, being not yet real) “can 
serve as the cause of future realities” (Jouvenel, 1967, p. 25), and, more poetically, that 
“these possibles ‘beckon’ to us to make them real” (Jouvenel, 1967, p. 27). Dator suggests 
that the related field of futures studies is primarily concerned with understanding the 
nature of this necessary-but-not-sufficient relationship between images of the future and 
action in the present, and the ways in which the future images held by groups “can be said 
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to ‘pull’ them forward” (Dator, 2002, p.8; also Bell, 2003; Kaboli & Tapio, 2018; Masini, 
1993). For these researchers, there is a clear relationship between the futures imagined by 
society and the actions it is able to take in the present. 

Researchers within futures studies have paid particular attention to the images of the 
future of young people, on the grounds that “if children are the citizens of the 21st 
century, it is the images that they have now which will influence their aspirations for that 
future.” (Hicks, 1996, p. 1). Within futures studies, this interest spans many years to the 
present, though the greatest interest was apparent before the last millennium (e.g., 
Angheloiu, Sheldrick, & Tennant, 2020; Eckersley, 1997; Farenga & Joyce, 1999; Itow, 1987; 
Kaboli & Tapio, 2018; Ono, 2003; Tepperman & Curtis, 1995; Rubin, 2013). This work has 
identified some general characteristics of young people’s images of the future. They 
change over time: younger children’s future images are characterised by optimism, hope 
and creativity (Hicks, 1996; Page, 1998), while older children and teenagers are more 
pessimistic (Eckersley, 1999; Gidley, 1998; Hicks, 1996; Rubin, 2013). Older young people 
make a distinction between ‘my future’ and ‘the future’, as has been noted in the literature 
over decades (e.g. Poole & Cooney, 1987; Rubin, 2013). Young people generally speak about 
their personal futures in positive terms, as the realisation of their ambitions. Their 
descriptions of the general future, however, more often reflect wider sociotechnical 
imaginaries of the future (Jasanoff & Kim, 2015), whether focused on ecological disaster or 
the positive power of technological change. A number of researchers have discussed the 
apparent contradiction between these ideas of the future (e.g Hicks, 1996; Ono, 2003). 
Cook (2016a, p. 526) describes an “incongruity” between young people’s accounts of 
personal and general futures. Rubin (2013, p. 4) suggests futures of society or the world are 
“painted in much gloomier colours” than young people’s own futures. Writing in 1987, 
Poole and Cooney (1987) report that “while predicting world turmoil and the end of the 
world, young people did not perceive that these events would influence their personal 
lives (i.e., they still expected to finish high school, marry, and have children)”. This well-
established tendency for young people to apparently hold incoherent ideas about their 
future and the future of the world has been described by Threadgold and colleagues (2012, 
p. 26) as “two-track thinking”. 

A related literature on futures education makes a similar connection between young 
people’s images of the future and the action they take in the present. Writers in this 
literature focus on education as a venue for developing young people’s capacity to imagine 
alternative futures to dominant narratives of technological progress or environmental 
collapse. They suggest that changes to pedagogy and curricula are necessary in order to 
better equip young people to consider dominant futures critically and develop 
alternatives for themselves and their communities (Beare & Slaughter, 1993; Slaughter, 
1996; see also Arnaldi, 2008; Gidley, Bateman, & Smith, 2004; Gidley & Hampson, 2005; 
Hicks & Holden, 2007). Devine-Wright et al. (2004) and Gidley (1998) both focus on the 
role of educational settings in developing individuals’ relations to the future. Gidley (1998) 
draws on the notion of ‘prospectivity’, a two-part characteristic of people’s relationship to 
the future that describes both their capacity for imagining futures that depart from 
current trends and assumptions, and the extent to which they possess the will to act in 
order to bring them about. She suggests that the Steiner emphasis on creativity, 
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imagination, confidence and values might equip students in Steiner schools with the 
capacity to imagine positive futures and believe in their capacity to contribute to them 
(p. 404). Like their peers, these students had deep concerns about the prospect of conflict 
and environmental crisis. But Gidley suggests that these concerns generally lead to 
pessimism and helplessness amongst young people, unlike the Steiner students she 
worked with. Devine-Wright et al. (2004) draw on the related notion of ‘self-
efficacy’ (Bandura, 1997) in exploring the ways in which young members of the Woodcraft 
Folk (a UK-based educational movement with a focus on social justice and the 
environment) were more likely than peers outside the group to claim some personal 
responsibility for contributing to the mitigation of climate change, for example through 
choosing to consume renewable energy. The organisations in these two studies actively 
promote precisely the values identified by these researchers as likely to contribute to a 
positive will to act in the face of negative futures. Mallan and Greenaway (2011), working 
with young people on a community project, similarly relate young people’s concerns for 
the future with action in the present. Mallan and Greenaway situate themselves within a 
tradition of utopian thought that treats images of the future, not as possible eventual 
destinations, but as necessarily ideal, desired, unobtainable visions that nonetheless are 
capable of spurring transformative action. Ojala (2017, p. 82) notes that, for some authors, 
hopes must be connected to “concrete” goals in order to motivate action. 

2.1.2   Folk utilitarianism 

Current education policy within England and Wales often appears to see education as a 
series of cost-benefit decisions, with recent ministerial speeches emphasising the need for 
students to be presented with choices from which they can select the one that offers most 
‘value for money’ . Young people, on this view, are expected to see the future in 2

instrumental terms, choosing (for example) university degrees that are likely to lead to 
high earnings. Some education researchers also examine the educational choices of young 
people through the lens of rational choice theory, borrowed from economics and human 
capital theory (e.g., Adey & Biddulph, 2001; Briggs, 2006; Davies, Heinesen, & Holm, 2002; 
Montmarquette, Cannings, & Mahseredjian, 2002; Wright, 2005). In this tradition, young 
people are assumed to review the options open to them (given present factors such as 
existing accreditation or available funds) and select the option that they judge will be of 
greatest future benefit (Stocké, 2019). Jin et al. (2011), writing for the UK department of 
education from within the field of behavioural economics, describe the departures young 
people made from just such a rational model as ‘biases’ and suggest ways these moments 
of irrationality in decision-making might be overcome. The ideas of the future, here, are 
the options that young people are assumed to evaluate. These utility models often 
necessarily assume a continuity between present and future. For example, that a student’s 
present experience of an academic subject will be unchanged (Adey & Biddulph, 2001; 
Dalley-Trim, 2008), or that a university’s academic reputation or social opportunities will 

 For example, then-Education Secretary Gavin Williamson MP speech to Universities UK, 9th September 2

2021 (https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/education-secretary-speech-at-universities-uk-annual-
conference), or then-Universities Minister Sam Gyimah MP speech to HEPI, “Delivering value for money in 
the age of the student” (https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/delivering-value-for-money-in-the-age-
of-the-student)
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remain unchanged (Briggs, 2006). 

2.1.3   Policy pragmatism 

For the most part, education research, particularly that undertaken for policy teams on 
aspiration and decision-making (e.g., Atherton, Cymbir, Roberts, Page, & Remedios, 2009; 
Blenkinsop, McCrane, Wade, & Morris, 2006; Dickinson, 2019; Gutman & Akerman, 2008; 
Hughes, 2017) takes a pragmatic approach towards understanding the relationship 
between young people’s ideas of the future and the circumstances in which they make 
their decisions. Researchers recognise that decisions are inescapably shaped by the history 
and context of the agent, whose dispositions and preferences nevertheless contribute to 
the process and who exercises a degree of agency. In particular, the model of ‘pragmatic 
rationality’ developed by Hodkinson and Sparkes (Hodkinson, 1995; Hodkinson & 
Sparkes, 1997) has been useful for researchers seeking to avoid structural determinism 
while acknowledging the ways in which social contexts condition choice (e.g., Ball et al., 
2002; Hemsley-Brown 1999; Smyth & Banks, 2012; Walther, Warth, Ule, & Bois-Reymond, 
2015). This draws on Bourdieu’s ideas of disposition, field and habitus to illustrate the 
ways in which decision-making can be “reasonable” (Woodman, 2011, p. 115), without 
conforming to the rationality exercised in isolation that the economic model assumes. In 
this model, students make use of knowledge and information from their lived experience 
and social relations (including affect and intuition) alongside more ‘official’ information. 

Authors writing for a policy audience have found it useful to offer labels for different types 
of young people making educational choices. For example, Hughes (2017, p. 26) 
characterises young people as ‘early deciders’, drifters’, ‘switchers’ and ‘undecided’. 
Blenkinsop et al., (2006, p. 72) describe eight kinds of “educational mindset” constituted 
from students’ temporal focus when making choices (towards past, present or future), the 
clarity of their future images, the degree to which they seek out risk or safety in their 
decisions, and their ‘theory of success’, or how they believe success happens. These are 
“confident aspirational”, “determined realist”, “long-term preparers”, “indecisive worrier”, 
“short-term conformist”, “unrealistic dreamers”, “comfort seeker”, and “defeated copers”. 
Alloway, Gilbert, Gilbert and Muspratt (2004, p. 37) describe Looker and Dwyer’s (1998) set 
of orientations in decision-making: “vocational focus”, concentrating on gaining 
qualifications to support career choices; “occupational focus”, prioritising employment; 
“contextual focus”, where surrounding social contexts are the primary influence on 
decision-making; “altered patterns”, entertaining different routes to an overarching 
destination; and “mixed patterns”, with multiple priorities throughout life. These labels 
represent young people as having an essential and unchanging orientation to the future. 

2.2   Sociological critique and accounts of young people’s 
futures: aspiration, structure and agency 

Researchers within the sociology of education and related fields offer critique of magnetic 
futures, folk utilitarianism and policy pragmatism, along with their own accounts of 
young people’s futures. Work in this area describes the relationship between young 
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people’s ideas of the future and the decisions they take in ways that are sometimes more 
sensitive to the complexities of young people’s lives limits of essentialist labels for young 
people. 

2.2.1   Aspirations as socially-situated ideas of the future 

Aspirations as they are generally understood in the literature are distinct from other, 
broader ideas of the future, in that they necessarily centre on the subject holding them. 
They are not ideas of a social future, but an individual future. Young people’s ideas of 
success and high aspirations are generally related to university, higher earnings and 
occupational success (Atherton et al., 2009; Dalley-Trim, 2008), though amongst more 
marginalised groups this may not hold true. Others still might think less in terms of 
‘success’ and more in terms of continuity, focussing on preserving their existing place in a 
community, or simply concentrating on survival (Alloway et al., 2004). Some of the young 
people spoken with by Ball et al. (1999, p. 221) are likewise disengaged from mainstream 
visions of success or focussed on more near-term concerns: “their imagined futures are 
either invested in ‘alternative’/illicit personal projects—domestic careers or job, car and 
flat—or their futures become unimaginable in the face of immediate social problems or 
dire social or personal distress”. However, Baker et al. (2014) find that high aspirations are 
shared across socioeconomic groups, with the highest and lowest of these strata the most 
committed to a vision of attending higher education, and only a minor difference of 
degree between them. 

In some cases the images of the future that are claimed to drive present-day efforts are 
negative. Seeing members of their community fail or encounter hardship can forge a 
determination to avoid such a future outcome (Alloway et al., 2004): in the words of Ball 
et al. (1999, p. 212)’s words, for some students, “the immediate future is negatively 
constructed. These young people know what they do not want”. A different kind of 
negative aspiration can drive decisions about higher education (e.g. Archer & Yamashita, 
2003, p. 59), where expectations of not fitting in, or concerns about how other students 
will treat them, can be as much part of the processes of choosing as more positive images. 
Alloway et al. (2004) observe that goals emerge before students develop a sense of the 
necessary steps to achieve them. Atherton et al. (2009, p. 2) suggest they “think they 
‘know’ what they want to do - but not how to get there” and that aspirations are likely to 
become more ‘realistic’ over time, as constraints and opportunities become clearer. In 
some cases these revisions may be a way of preserving a sense of agency in the face of 
overarching social constraint. Reay and Lucey (2003, p. 131) describe a student whose 
preferred future is not to attend a school locally imagined to be ‘bad’, but once assigned a 
place there describes a new future in which new criteria are used to define the school as 
an acceptable choice. New aspirations can disguise the sometimes illusory sense of choice. 

These accounts of the different aspects of young people’s aspirations are richer and more 
complex than the ideas of the future described in the ‘standard model’ above. Their ideas 
of the future do have some impact on the choices they make, but not necessarily in the 
straightforward ways imagined within the standard model. Images of the future are 
‘magnetic’, but only for some students, not all, and some are negative, representing 
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futures to avoid. Young people’s educational decisions are taken with future utility in 
mind, but not always using the criteria imagined by policy groups. And these decisions are 
informed by the present-day constraints they have inherited, as ‘policy pragmatism’ 
imagines — but work within the sociology of education suggests that young people’s 
social circumstances play a greater role than this framing recognises. The places they 
inhabit, the ideas and values of their families, and their relations with other significant 
individuals all shape young people’s aspirations. 

Wright (2005, p. 18) suggests the ‘opportunity structures’ present in particular places 
shape both what is available and the kinds of futures that are imagined: for example, 
young people in rural settings are less likely to aspire to university (Alloway et al., 2004; 
Atherton et al., 2009). Staying close to family networks is also an important factor for 
some (Archer & Yamashita, 2003, p. 63; Kilpatrick & Abbott-Chapman, 2002, p. 52). 
Researchers describe a contrast between those young people tightly embedded within the 
networks and structures of a particular location and those who are less bound to place. 
Savage et al. (1992), in Ball et al., (2002, p. 55), suggest that ‘embedded in the very notion of 
the middle-class person is the expectation that the relationship of that individual with 
place or region or residence is a contingent one’.”. Young people can be placed in non-
physical ways: Reay et al. (2001, p. 865) describe the “importance of students’ 
psychological, as well as their financial and academic, proximity to different universities.” 
Relationships to space vary across groups but all have the capacity to influence the kinds 
of future images young people develop. 

Other social actors play a role in forming young people’s aspirations, principally parents, 
for those young people who have them (Kilpatrick & Abbott-Chapman, 2002) But their 
influence is not straightforward, and interactions between them and young people’s 
aspirations can be subtle and complex (Atherton et al., 2009). Parents have their own 
aspirations for children: they hope that children ‘do better’ than them, and expect that 
their future will feature paid work (Harden et al., 2012, pp. 3–4). Their views of students’ 
choices (and maternal educational attainment) support ‘high’ aspirations (Baker et al., 
2014), and their encouragement helps raise aspiration, though can add pressure to 
students (Alloway et al., 2004). Middle-class parents in particular give advice and active 
support to young people making educational decisions (Wright, 2005), although this 
advice can conflict with school guidance or be outdated (Wikeley & Stables, 1999). In areas 
experiencing industrial and economic change, parents’ knowledge may be less relevant, 
and while parents can offer models for children to follow (Alloway et al., 2004), Ball et al. 
(1999, p. 219) suggest that working-class parents do not always have “useful knowledge” to 
share regarding the future and educational choices. Some parents try to instil a particular 
orientation to the future, stressing the need for a ‘work ethic’ and present-day efforts that 
lead to later rewards, and contrasting the “solid foundation” of academic work with the 
“luck” necessary for non-academic success (Harden et al., 2012, pp. 6–7). 

Beyond parents, other ‘significant persons’ (Atherton et al., 2009; Sjaastad, 2012)—siblings, 
peers, older relatives, teachers, other adults—can offer models of the future (Reay, 1998; 
Alloway et al., 2004). Schools and teachers have a central role in developing young people’s 
ideas of the future. Their advice and feedback on likely performance can in some cases 
help students to develop high aspirations (Alloway et al., 2004; Baker et al., 2014). 
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Holloway & Pimlott-Wilson (2011) find that school staff, motivated by a desire to see 
young people succeed, sometimes actively challenge images of the future active in 
families whose aspirations they characterise as ‘low’ for focussing on children’s happiness 
over future economic activity: the education professionals they spoke to were concerned 
that their students considered possibilities beyond the path handed to them by their 
family setting. Bok (2010, p. 175) speaks to a teacher who describe the tension between 
encouraging students to dream and managing their expectations into more “realistic” 
expectations. Young people’s ideas of the future are not formed in isolation, but produced 
and maintained through their social relations, and often intentionally guided and shaped 
by the adults around them. 

Images of the future do have some influence on the choices young people make and their 
eventual futures. The future circumstances that young people aspire to are understood by 
education researchers and policy makers as a fundamental influence on the lives they 
later lead. What young people say they can imagine doing is often what unfolds, and 
reported aspirations are good predictors of later outcomes (e.g., Alloway et al., 2004; Croll 
& Attwood, 2013; Schoon & Parsons, 2002). But young people’s ideas of the future are not 
straightforwardly ‘magnetic’. Khattab (2014) suggests that aspirations, expectations and 
educational attainment aren’t tightly coupled—educational success can happen without 
aspiration or expectation, and high aspirations and expectations do not guarantee 
success. 

2.2.2   Illusion, limits, and disappointment 

Ideas of the future are an important factor in bringing about future circumstances. But 
they are not sufficient on their own, and there is a tension between, on the one hand, the 
‘high aspirations’ schools and policy-makers encourage in young people, and the limits 
that may be imposed on opportunity by their social contexts. Groups are described as 
having ‘unrealistic’ expectations, perhaps when they lack the social capital they do not 
realise is needed to achieve them (Wright, 2005, p. 28), or simply because statistically it is 
unlikely that the aspirations most visible in society will be open to all. For example, Ball et 
al. (2002) report: “Altogether 86% of our total sample wanted to go to HE and, of these, 
22% put Oxford or Cambridge (Oxbridge) as their first preference; although a good 
number of these preferences were certainly unrealistic” (p. 221). 

Sometimes these unrealistic aspirations are the result of a lack of knowledge about the 
path chosen, when they are ‘higher’ than the resources available might suggest are 
feasible: at other times, unrealistic choices might reflect discomfort with the very real 
path unfolding in the present, and better imagined as “‘escape attempts’—they are 
moments of hope or desperation or respite from impossible immediate 
circumstances.” (Ball et al., 1999, p. 206). Zipin et al. (2013, p. 5) describe the “doxic 
aspirations” underpinning some young peoples’ aspirations, the “common-sense” and 
unquestioned ideas about the future at large in society that shape individual plans and 
intentions. Young people with desires outstripping the resources they have to attain them 
may still believe that, with sufficient hard work and the right attitude, any dream is 
attainable, a logic Zipin and colleagues call “the hope-goading gloss on the other side of 
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sterner neoliberal injunctions” (p. 6) towards accepting personal responsibility for both 
success and failure. 

The uncertainty around educational choices carries with it risks of disappointment, 
which are felt differently for different groups. When the past is no longer a reliable guide 
to the future, suggest Ball et al. (2002, p. 69), “the risks and reflexivity of the middle classes 
are about staying as they are and who they are. Those of the working classes are about 
being different people in different places, about who they might become and what they 
must give up.” For Reay and Lucey (2003), choices for many working-class children are a 
tension between optimism and realism, an “interplay of hopefulness, desire, resignation 
and… ambivalence” (p 135). They suggest ‘aiming high’ can be just as risky as aiming low—
young people from poor socioeconomic backgrounds risk traveling too far from ‘your 
place’ and losing comfort in the familiar and connected, however hard it might be to exist 
there. 

2.2.3   Aspirations in policy: alternatives to a deficit model 

A number of authors have drawn attention to the importance to policy makers of young 
people’s aspirations (e.g., Bok, 2010; Holloway & Pimlott-Wilson, 2011; Raco, 2009; Sellar 
et al., 2011; Spohrer, 2011; Watts & Bridges, 2006; Zipin et al., 2013), suggesting that states 
demand that young people and parents possess a particular kind of aspiration, one that 
values norms associated with the middle class, that stresses the moral importance of not 
being dependent on the state, and that has as its end participation in higher education 
and the knowledge economy. The role of the state, as represented in policy texts, is to 
ensure that individuals are free to realise their potential, unconstrained by barriers to 
choice: in taking this position, states move the responsibility for realising individual 
potential onto the individuals themselves. This shift is a characteristic feature of 
neoliberal subjectivities, and Raco (2009) suggests that aspiration is constructed as a 
fundamental aspect of this kind of personhood, being a vital part of the process through 
which people are imagined to realise this potential. Having the correct aspiration, then, 
becomes another kind of social capital for individuals to invest in. 

Thinking of aspiration in this way makes it possible to consider it a resource rather than 
an imagined future, ushering in a notion of ‘low aspiration’ in which those as yet 
unsubscribed to the value of higher education and participation in the knowledge 
economy are in deficit (Spohrer, 2011), lacking the correct image of the future and so 
represented as lacking any image of the future. Speaking of ‘low’ and ‘high’ aspiration, 
qualities associated with low and high levels of socioeconomic capital, seems to conflate 
senses of quantity and quality, so that ‘low’ aspirations, as well as representing an 
insufficient quantity of an imagined future, also suggests a mean and limited sense of 
possibility, in contrast to the lofty social heights imagined by those with ‘high’ aspiration. 

This way of thinking about aspiration is challenged by the authors just mentioned. Chief 
amongst their arguments is the observation that young people’s aspirations may be 
different to those preferred by the state, but they are not, for that reason, worse, or absent 
(Bok, 2010; Sellar et al., 2011; Watts & Bridges, 2006). They note, too, that aspirations and 
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desires are held across all classes, and that attention should be paid instead to the capacity 
of young people to imagine them in ways that include navigable paths to their realisation, 
or their ‘capacity to aspire’ (Appadurai, 2004, quoted in Zipin et al., 2013; Bok, 2010; Gale, 
2011; Sellar et al., 2011; ), since this is a kind of cultural capital that is found in different 
degrees across classes. Some (Sellar et al., 2011; Watts & Bridges, 2006) draw on Amartya 
Sen’s notion of ‘capability,’ the freedom of individuals to make choices that lead to things 
they value, in order to better understand the motivations behind non-mainstream 
aspirations in order to appreciate other visions of the ‘good life’ (Sellar et al., 2011, p. 45). 

2.2.4   Lifecourse and orientations towards the future 

Some researchers have explored young people’s ideas of the future in the context of the 
‘lifecourse’, a biographical trajectory in which young people undergo a number of 
transitions between life stages, such as joining the workforce or starting a family (e.g., 
Bois-Reymond, Guit, Peters, Ravesloot, & Rooijen, 1994; Brannen & Nilsen, 2002; 
Malmberg & Trempała, 1997). Researchers have described the orientations or perspectives 
towards the future that young people employ in making these transitions. Brannen and 
Nilsen (2002, 2005) offer three ‘ideal models’ or ‘time perspectives’ of young people’s 
attitudes towards the future, drawn from focus groups across Norway and the UK: 
‘deferment’, in which young people keep the future at bay, making a separation between 
the here and now and possible future outcomes such as parenthood; ‘adaptability’, in 
which young people face uncertainty as a challenge, shaping short stretches of time and 
adapting themselves as needed to a “malleable and contingent” future; and ‘predictability’, 
in which young people are working to a long-term plan, either through a determined 
effort to reach a specific life goal (such as a professional qualification and career) or 
through accepting already-established patterns of activity and identity. They later 
highlight (Brannen & Nilsen, 2007) the influence of young people’s present context on the 
way they think about the future: “Activity in the present, for instance being in the first 
year of university or vocational training that takes some years to complete, shapes how 
young people think about the future.” (Brannen & Nilsen, 2007, p. 155). Neblett and 
Cortina (2006) suggest that young people’s perception of parents’ experiences in the 
workplace influences the formation of positive future orientations. Seginer (2008) 
explores the way in which threatened political violence shapes future orientations; 
Seginer and Lilach (2004) look at the role played by affect, particularly loneliness. 
Malmberg and Trempała (1997) work with students’ own assessments of their probable 
futures and highlight the “double transition” (p. 518) experienced by young people who are 
changing within a society that is also changing. 

This research on future orientation works with a certain view of how young people 
employ their ideas of the future in making decisions, following a framework developed by 
Nurmi (1991). This framework posits three internal processes, each framed in terms of 
their relations to other people or to social contexts. These are motivation, in which goals 
are set through comparing “motives and values and…expectations”; planning, in which 
steps to achieve these goals are outlined; and evaluation, in which individuals reflect on 
the prospect of achieving their goals and the fitness of their plans. Goals and plans are 
made in the context of ‘normative timetables’, or the sequencing of life-events expected 
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within a social group, and the different opportunities for agency expected to accompany 
different chronological points. Nurmi makes the further point that ‘time extension’, or 
the distance young people project forwards when imagining the future, varies, by social 
background (with those better able to map possible paths projecting further forward) and 
by age. This group are, claims Nurmi, predominantly interested in the lives they expect to 
live during their twenties, and give little thought to life after thirty. Consequently, 
younger adolescents are considering a greater span of time than those about to enter their 
twenties, though with greater age comes greater opportunities to act, ensuring that 
planning becomes more meaningful. This is a point made also by Steinberg et al. (2009), 
though they set less store by external opportunities to act and discuss instead the capacity 
of older groups to anticipate possible consequences. 

Woodman (2009) describes the way much of this work makes use of the idea of ‘choice 
biography’, an idea ascribed to Beck (1992) describing the need for young people to make 
reflexive choices about moving between life stages. This reflexivity is necessary, on this 
account, since the uncertainties associated with modernity have made 
“normal” (Woodman, 2009, p. 243) biographical expectations an unreliable guide to the 
future. The time-space distanciation brought about through rapid technological change, 
the consequent dismantling of established temporal orders across multiple scales, have 
led to the emergence of what Nowotny called the ‘extended present’ (Nowotny, 1994), 
attenuating collective senses of the future. Leccardi (1999) describes how the ‘open future’ 
of modernity enabled the development of plans and projects, bringing about desired 
futures through husbanding present resources for a future goal, or the “thrifty use of the 
everyday” (p. 6). But, she suggests, in the face of sociotechnical innovation that enlarges 
the domain of the possible, the calculus underpinning this approach—setting aside 
present assets to ensure future outcomes—can no longer be supported. Making decisions 
is made harder, and the choices and transitions that previously underpinned the 
development of a biography, such as leaving home or establishing a family, are no longer 
guaranteed: the ‘normal’ course of events cannot unfold when stable employment cannot 
be found, or financial resources necessary for a family are not available until later in life. 

Woodman (2009) suggests that this narrative of ‘choice biographies’ over ‘normal 
biographies’ is regularly troubled by work within youth studies, which pays attention to 
the continuing importance of structural forces in shaping young people’s agency. 
Researchers examining the lifecourse challenge the linear assumptions of progress that 
are bound up in the image of the ‘lifecourse’. The transitions between different stages are 
not clear-cut but involve false starts, retries, and unexpected consequences (te Riele, 
2004). The decisions that bring them into being are not single moments but processes 
(Walther et al., 2015), made more complex since contemporary transitions have become 
less standardised (Walther, 2006). Colley challenges the ‘common-sense’ understanding of 
time as an independent ‘natural flow’ (Colley, 2007, p. 431) dividing individual experience 
into past and future, with an agent acting intentionally in the present towards goals. 
Instead, she describes feminist accounts of time that illustrate the ways in which women’s 
lives are structured on different temporal principles, making clear that the periods of 
stability that implicitly surround a ‘transition’ are frequently not experienced by women 
(Colley, 2007, p. 434). Drawing on feminist research characterising feminine time (in 
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contrast to ‘common-sense’ androcentric, linear time) as embodying qualities such as 
flexibility, circularity, multiplicity, reversibility, she argues that androcentric notions of 
time may equally fail to capture the experiences of other subaltern groups, and are part of 
the structures that construct them as Other. Woodman (2011) develops a related set of 
themes, emphasising the socially-conditioned nature of young people’s engagement with 
the future and suggesting that they engage with multiple temporal perspectives as they 
imagine their futures. These authors provide a point of contact with the questions around 
alternative temporalities raised by researchers in critical time studies (e.g., Bastian, 2019; 
Sharma, 2013) 

More recently, researchers in the environmental humanities have begun to pay attention 
to the ways in which young people make use of hope as a way of managing fear and 
uncertainty in the face of climate breakdown. Cook (2016a) distinguishes between hopes 
as expectations and hope as wants. Expectations, in this distinction, refer to specific 
outcomes. Wants, on the other hand, reflect a general desire for positive futures. Ojala 
(2017) positions this second kind of hope alongside utopian desires for the unreachable 
‘not-yet’: alongside this utopian hope she describes another form of ‘hope as want’, the 
hope that is all that is left when other options seem exhausted, or ‘existential hope’. Hope 
is also, for Ojala, a component of agency, and suggests that ‘critical’ and ‘semi-realistic’ 
hope can open pathways for action. Cook (2016a) suggests that taking action can itself 
lead to hope, quoting one of her interviewees who found that “acting in ways that had an 
immediate positive impact gave her a sense of hope for the long- term future by showing 
her that positive goals could be met.” (p. 527). For young people, hopes and expectations 
are crucial kinds of ideas of the future, and are connected to action in the present. 

2.2.5   Identity 

A number of authors have noted the role ideas of the future play in constructing young 
people’s identities. Beck and Giddens, writing at the end of the last century (Beck, 1992; 
Giddens, 1990), suggested that, in the context of uncertain and undetermined 
biographical trajectories, it falls to individuals to create their own accounts of themselves. 
The notion of ‘choice biography’ derived by Beck from this process of individualisation 
has been taken up by researchers describing the way young people come to narrate their 
own life histories and future possibilities (though Woodman, 2009, suggests this use of 
the term is not uncontested). Ball et al. (1999, p. 211) draw on earlier work in education 
research to suggest that for those with clearly-articulated ‘imagined futures’ there are 
strong links between choices, futures and identity. Of the students they spoke with, 
Alloway et al. (2004, p. 116) found the “vast majority wanted to ‘be something’”. And Baker 
et al. (2014, p. 528) draw on Frye (2012) to suggest that high aspirations might be better 
imagined as a “‘good’ identity students hope to realise’, an “assertion of identity” rather 
than the product of a calculated assessment of likely routes to success: Baker (2017) draws 
attention to the moral meanings attached by young people to their aspirations. Thomson 
et al. (2002) and Devadason (2007) describe reflexive processes of identity formation 
amongst young people, in which important moments are revised and ordered in the 
context of the long-term past and future. Thomson et al. (2002, p. 338) warn against 
thinking of young people’s decisions as isolated moments of personal choice, observing 
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that young people “need to be understood as already living through the consequences of 
the decisions, or lack of decisions, of others.” 

2.3   Theoretical resources employed in the literature: litany 
futures, habitus and the internal conversation 

2.3.1   Litany futures: received wisdom about the future 

Jasanoff and Kim (2015) have developed the influential notion of the ‘sociotechnical 
imaginary’, a way of describing the collective cultural and symbolic resources that are 
available within a society for imagining and framing the relationship between society and 
technology, with an emphasis on the kinds of futures that such resources make it possible 
to imagine. Cantó-Milà and Seebach (2015) suggest that such future imaginaries are 
fundamental to the development of a social identity. Nespor (2016) describes the future 
imaginaries at work within discourses of education reform. The future imaginaries 
surrounding young people might be expected to contribute to the formation of their ideas 
of the future. 

Within the discipline of futures studies, the related concept of ‘litany futures’ does similar 
work. Originally introduced by Sohail Inayatullah (Inayatullah, 1998; 2007, p. 55) as part of 
a methodological approach towards uncovering deep metaphors of the future, the 
concept is used to point to the uncritical reproduction in media of common future tropes. 
Such ‘litany futures’ are unexamined, disconnected from one another, “believed [and] 
rarely questioned” (Inayatullah, 2007, p. 56). For Kuusi et al. (2016), the litany is the surface 
future beyond which assumptions about social systems operate unseen. For young people, 
their ideas of the future will have been formed in relation to the dominant litany futures 
surrounding them. 

2.3.2   Habitus 

Bourdieu’s ideas of social capital, field and habitus are a common currency throughout 
the body of work discussed here, with a range of researchers using the general notion of 
social capital to discuss the resources available to young people through their parents, 
wider family, and social networks as a generally-understood term. For example, 
Bathmaker et al. (2013) suggest that middle class students recognise the need to invest in 
themselves at university and earlier (through finding internships and volunteering 
opportunities) in order to develop their social capital sufficiently to preserve a broader 
range of future options. Habitus is used in a more technical sense by some, though often 
in a particular and limited fashion to stand in for ‘history’: an example is found in Heath 
et al.’s (2008, p. 221) description, “habitus shapes future actions, disposing individuals 
towards following certain courses of action”. Thinking of habitus in this way encourages a 
sense of educational decisions as being almost pre-ordained, and perhaps encourages 
research to explore the work done by young people’s images of the present over 
considering their images of the future (see Reay, 2004 for a dissection of the ways the 
term is used in education research). I will explore habitus and its value in theorising 
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agency, decision-making and the future in the next chapter. Here I want just to draw 
attention to three particular uses of the idea with respect to ideas of the future. 

First, as Reay et al. (2001, p. 864) suggest, habitus determines which possibilities are seen 
as fair or credible: “choices are governed by what it is ‘reasonable to expect’ (Bourdieu and 
Passeron 1977:266).” Some middle-class families, for example, might feel it is reasonable to 
expect not to fail (Davies et al., 2002). Linked to this is the idea of ’knowing one’s place’, 
and, in an educational context, what sort of attainment they ought to be aiming for, as 
(Archer & Yamashita, 2003) describe: “The young people spoken with not only ‘knew their 
place’ (Bourdieu 1986) but ‘knew their limits’ – that is, the boundaries of ‘their 
place’” (p. 66). 

A second relevant aspect of habitus is its usual condition of invisibility when matched to 
the field occupied by an individual: in Ball et al.’s (2002, p. 58) phrase, “Habitus is evident 
here in its inexplicitness”. As a result, alternative futures are left unimagined, rather than 
being considered and rejected (as they are in the utility model). Ball and colleagues offer 
an example from their interviews with students: “In the private-school transcripts, we 
might expect perhaps to find rejection of the New Universities as not a place for ‘people 
like us’. This is not the case. The New Universities are not rejected as possibilities, they do 
not even enter into consideration. They are inconceivable.” (Ball et al., 2002, p. 68). 
Habitus can remove the need for images of the future to play a role in decision-making, 
leading to the ‘non-decisions’ mentioned earlier in this section. Some kinds of future 
image are so pervasive within a life, so deeply-held that they make moments of decision 
less obvious: (Ball et al., 2002, p. 57) give the example of a middle-class student for whom 
“the decision to go to university is a non-decision. It is rational and it is not. …These 
middle-class young people ‘move in their world as a fish in water’ and ‘need not engage in 
rational computation in order to reach the goals that best suit their interests’ (Bourdieu, 
1990, p. 108)”. This is not the same as claiming that social structures make certain 
decisions inevitable, though it may be mistaken for such a fatalistic approach. 

The third aspect of habitus that is relevant here is its role in responding to the kinds of 
uncertainty arising from the lack of traditional structures and pathways discussed above. 
(Ball et al., 1999, p. 212) suggest that, for those students whose imagined futures are ill-
defined and vague: “They are moving beyond the ‘things to do or not to do’ (Bourdieu 
1990: 53) defined by their habitus. They are embarking on a route of ‘unrealised ends’. 
Cultural capital is stretched beyond its limits. Here we see habitus not only as the ‘art of 
inventing’ (Bourdieu 1990: 55), as improvisation, producing new practices, but also as a 
result creating uncertainties.” Habitus here is claimed as a resource for managing and 
navigating uncertain conditions: making decisions through pragmatic rationality (an 
operationalisation of the idea of habitus by Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997) is “a response to a 
social context of uncertainties and risks” (Ball et al., 1999, p. 210). 

2.3.3   Internal conversation and reflexivity 

Margaret Archer suggests that reflexivity is a necessary task for young people faced with 
novel circumstances arising from widespread change in social structures (Archer, 2012, 
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2007, 2003, 1995). For Archer, reflexivity is the way in which actors mediate between their 
contexts and their agency (Archer, 2003, p. 130; 2012, p. 6), and the key to understanding 
how different subjects in identical circumstances may act differently. Her account of how 
structure and agency relate to each other through reflexive internal conversations is 
discussed further in the following chapter on the principal theoretical resources 
informing this work, so for now I will only note two central aspects of this account. First, 
Archer suggests that the ways in which individuals are reflexive are not homogenous but 
differ from person to person, with one of four modes dominant at any one time (Archer, 
2003, ch. 6-9, 2012, p. 12; Archer, 2007, ch. 4-6). These four modes, which she terms 
“communicative, autonomous, meta- and fractured reflexivity” (Archer, 2003, p. 165; 2012, 
p. 12), reflect different stances towards society and the contexts in which individuals come 
to be social subjects (Archer, 2003, p. 343). Second, ideas of the future take two central 
forms in her account: as the ends to which subjects’ concerns are directed, and as the 
projects that subjects commit to in order to realise these concerns (Archer, 2003, p. 32; 
2012, p. 3030; see also Baker, 2017, on the moral and normative qualities of these 
concerns). The venue in which ideas of the future do their work towards young people’s 
agency, then, is within young people’s internal conversation. 

2.4   Conclusion 

In this chapter I have identified three positions towards young people’s ideas of the future 
and their decision-making, and shared some of the critique of these positions arising 
within the sociology of education. I suggested that writers within futures studies, 
researchers concerned with supporting young people to develop hopeful images of the 
future in the face of climate change, and some writers and policy groups focused on 
young people’s aspirations describe ‘magnetic futures’, images of the future that exert a 
pull on young people in the present. This work has described the feelings of hope and 
anxiety that young people can have towards the future, and illustrated the ways that 
wider discourses of the future — such as technological determinism, or planetary 
apocalypse — are present in young people’s ideas of the future. It has shown that 
aspirations and imagined futures change over time, and that young people differentiate 
between their own imagined futures and the futures for the world. But it pays less 
attention to the question of how these images of the future relate to young people’s 
agency, giving the impression that the future, once imagined, simply exerts a necessary 
pull on the present. 

I described, too, the ‘folk utilitarianism’ that underpins some models of educational 
decision-making, which assumes an instrumental approach to decision-making on the 
part of young people, who are represented as rational actors selecting a future from a 
range of options on the basis of maximum utility. This is less well-represented within the 
academic literature, though it underpins much public debate and some policy discourse 
that frames young people’s futures in terms of their expected economic and financial 
benefit. More widespread, in both policy-facing documents and academic research, is the 
‘policy pragmatism’ that recognises that present constraints and social context shape and 
constrain the ideas of the future that young people are able to develop, and which 
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balances aspiration and agency in a way that neither folk utilitarianism nor magnetic 
futures attempt. 

Other research in the sociology of education, and related fields such as youth studies, 
offers a more nuanced view of this pragmatic model, describing the many ways in which 
historical circumstance and present social settings shape the ideas of the future available 
to young people. Such research pays attention to the influence of geography, class, gender 
and race on the ideas of the future held by young people. It highlights, too, the differences 
between the kinds of aspiration endorsed by schools and policy groups, which emphasises 
participation in higher education as a route to high-status employment, and the 
aspirations that might be important to young people but which are not valued within 
formal educational settings. And it offers a critique of dominant accounts of aspiration on 
several fronts. Representing young people’s futures as dependent on the aspirations they 
hold, as several researchers suggest policy texts do (e.g. Raco, 2009), is part of the way 
states move responsibility for realising individual potential onto young people, a 
characteristic feature of neoliberal personhood (Feher, 2009). These same policy sources 
construct aspiration as a kind of social capital to invest in, creating a notion of ‘low 
aspiration’ in which those as yet unsubscribed to the value of higher education and 
participation in the knowledge economy are in deficit (Spohrer, 2011). In lacking the 
correct image of the future, young people risk being represented as lacking any image of 
the future. 

Researchers have challenged these ways of framing young people’s ideas of the future. 
Some have called for more emphasis to be placed within education on developing young 
people’s ‘capacity to aspire’ (Appadurai, 2004), attending to the capacity of young people 
to imagine desired futures in ways that include navigable paths to their realisation (e.g., 
Sellar et al., 2011; Zipin et al. 2013). Others have suggested that it is important for 
education to work with a sense of the future that recognises it as immanent possibility in 
the present, remaining open to what is not yet imagined (Osberg, 2018) and sensitive to 
the as-yet-unimagined capabilities latent within young people. 

So the importance of ideas of the future in young people’s educational decision-making is 
evident from the research. What I suggest this literature review has revealed, however, is 
that the role these ideas play in the internal process of decision-making is less well-
understood. This is something other researchers have noted. Baker (2017, p. 1203) claims 
that “Given the political and ideological significance of aspirations, understanding more 
precisely how they are formed, to what extent they motivate action, and what role they 
play in the educational attainment process is an issue of fundamental importance for 
social scientists.” Walther et al., (2015, p. 350), suggest “there is still little knowledge about 
how structural effects work themselves down the levels of interaction from macro to 
micro, how and to what extent individuals—consciously and unconsciously—use margins 
of interpreting social situations differently, and how individual agency contributes to 
structuring institutional arrangements of education and training.” Cook (2016b) suggests 
that research on young people’s ideas of the future has focused on “what people imagine 
occurring in the future rather than how they imagine the future” (p. 704). 

Responding to these challenges, I suggest, means following Archer in paying attention to 
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the internal conversation, as the venue where the processes described by Baker and 
Walther et al. take place, at least in part. The issue identified in this chapter, then, can be 
characterised in this way: while the nature and effect of young people’s ideas of the future 
might be well-described by previous research, there remains a need for a better 
understanding of the place of young people’s ideas of the future within their internal 
conversations. My research aim is to better understand the place of young people’s ideas 
of the future in their internal conversation, and to develop empirical methods to make 
the action of these ideas visible. 
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3   Theoretical resources for understanding young 
people’s ideas of the future: dispositional, reflexive, and 
speculative modes of thinking about the future 

My research aim is to better understand the place of young people’s ideas of the future in 
their internal conversation, and to develop empirical methods to make the action of these 
ideas visible. Developing these methods will require a provisional theoretical account of 
young people’s ideas of the future and the place they have in young people’s internal 
conversations, one that I can use to imagine what empirical traces they might produce 
and that I might notice. This initial provisional theory can then be refined in the light of 
the empirical data I produce with these methods. This chapter sets out the provisional 
theoretical account I developed, and describes the principal theoretical resources I drew 
on in doing so. 

I begin by describing some of the central ideas of critical realism, a metatheoretical 
perspective I adopt to allow me to discuss ideas from different theorists in a coherent 
ontological setting. Critical realism describes the world as being produced through the 
contingent operation of generative mechanisms, causal structures which operate under 
particular conditions. I make the case for considering language as just such a generative 
mechanism, and suggest that, since I am concerned with young people’s internal 
conversations, it is important for me to understand how language might produce the 
ideas of the future that appear within these internal conversations. 

In the next section, I summarise Archer’s (2007) account of the role played by the internal 
conversation in young people’s agency and the importance she attaches to reflexive 
thought in this process. I go on to consider how it might be possible to find a way to work 
with habitus in this account of the internal conversation and agency, and argue, against 
Archer, that there is a place for both reflexive thinking and the ideas arising from the 
habitus within the internal conversation. The internal conversation, I suggest at this 
point, may be alternately led by reflexivity and disposition. 

The notion that the attention of the internal subject moves between modes of thought is 
elaborated in the following section, which introduces Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998) 
account of agency, and emphasises in particular their description of an internal subject 
moving continually between temporal contexts. I note the resonance of this description 
with work from Mandich (2020) and Decoteau (2016), who each describe a related kind of 
internal movement of attention between temporal modes, and compare these with 
Zittoun and Gillespie’s (2018) account of the way imagination travels between immediate 
and distant temporal contexts. I explore the moments of discontinuity in the internal 
movement between temporal contexts, drawing on Ahmed’s (2006) notion of 
‘disorientation’ and Moore’s (2013) account of Bernstein’s ‘discursive gap’, and suggest that 
these gaps are where both reflexivity and dispositional thinking are not adequate to the 
context. I draw on Savransky (2017) to suggest that such gaps present the opportunity for 
a third mode of thought, speculation. In addition to dispositional and reflexive thinking, 
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then, I suggest the internal conversation might be led at points by speculative thinking. 

I go on to summarise the provisional theoretical framework I assembled from these 
various resources. This framework suggests that young people’s agency is mediated 
through their internal conversations. Within these internal conversations, young people’s 
attention continually moves between various temporal contexts, including those that 
foreground the future. In attending to a given temporal context, I suggested young people 
internally take up a stance or orientation towards it. The framework suggests three modes 
in which these contexts are addressed: dispositional, reflexive, and speculative. And it 
suggests further that the generative mechanism that produces this process is language. 
Young people’s ideas of the future, on this provisional theoretical account, are produced 
through the generative mechanisms in language, through dispositional, reflexive, and 
speculative thinking. These are the theoretical assumptions that informed the 
development of my methodology. 

I close the chapter with a statement of my research objectives: to develop empirical 
methods for tracing the action of these ways of producing ideas of the future in young 
people’s internal conversations; to better understand the role of language in producing 
young people’s ideas of the future; to develop new insights into the speculative elements 
of young people’s ideas of the future; and to explore how young people move between 
different temporal contexts within the internal conversation. 

3.2   Critical realism and language as a generative mechanism 

In this research I draw particularly on Margaret Archer’s work on the internal 
conversation (Archer, 2007) and Norman Fairclough’s (e.g. Fairclough, 2010) account of 
the place of language in social life. They both make use of critical realism (Archer, 
Bhaskar, Collier, Lawson & Norrie, 1998; Bhaskar, 1978; Collier, 1994; Sayer, 2000) as an 
ontological position. Critical realism is a complex philosophical tradition, but there are 
two key aspects that Archer and Fairclough each depend on, and which I will use also. 
First, the existence of causal tendencies or powers, referred to as generative mechanisms. 
Second, the differentiation between the domains of the real, actual, and empirical (see 
figure 1 below). In this section I will describe these aspects in more detail as part of 
making the case for thinking of language as one of these generative mechanisms. 
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Figure 1: the domains of the real, the actual, and the empirical, as described by critical realists. The 
causal powers of the generative structures and mechanisms in the domain of the real give rise to 
actual events, some of which are available to experience.

Researchers working with a critical realist perspective understand that there exists a real 
world, external to them, whose workings produce phenomena that can observed 
empirically, but whose actual nature is hidden from their direct sensing (Archer et al., 
1998; Bhaskar, 1978; Collier, 1994; Sayer, 2000). Researchers can use their empirical 
observations of the world to support claims about the deeper causal processes that must 
be taking place in order to generate the phenomena observed. These causal processes, or 
tendencies, or generative powers, are not necessarily regular or predictable. Since the real 
world is not a closed system like those found in laboratories but is instead an open 
system, the conditions for a causal tendency to be manifested may or may not obtain. 
Particular events that occur, then, are the consequence of many causal powers 
manifesting: they have multiple causes (Bhaskar, 1978, p. 52), giving rise to networks of 
causal influence that cannot be represented in linear sequences, since a causal power may 
be felt in various locations to different effect. The entities that possess these causal 
powers are composed of parts organised into particular structures: the interactions of 
these parts are the mechanisms that give rise to their causal powers. When these causal 
powers are dependent on the relation of these parts to each other, and are not to be found 
in the parts themselves, or in those parts arranged into a different structure, these powers 
can be thought of as emergent (Bhaskar, 1978, p. 58; Lawson, 1995; Pratten, 2013). Elder-
Vass offers the example of a torch with the power to illuminate: this power is only present 
in the fully assembled torch, although it depends on the causal powers of the parts that 
interact in the mechanism that gives rise to the power of illumination. This causal power 
of illumination is emergent since “battery, bulb, wiring, switch, case, and mirror could not 
shine a beam of light unless they were combined into the characteristic form of a 
torch.” (Elder-Vass, 2012, p. 18). The emergent properties of the torch — like the capacity 
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to illuminate — are not reducible to the parts that combined to produce them. 

As researchers this means that, rather than searching for ‘laws’ of behaviour that 
consistently predict events, we can search instead for indicators of the causal mechanisms 
that make it possible for things to happen in certain ways, given the appropriate 
conditions. These causal mechanisms exist in what Bhaskar calls the domain of the ‘real’ 
— should the appropriate conditions obtain, they may produce (again in Bhaskar’s terms) 
‘actual’ phenomena, which in turn may produce ‘empirical’ effects that can be observed. 
Thinking of the world as comprised of these three domains, the real, the actual, and the 
empirical, is particularly useful for considering the difficult question of the future, since it 
enables consideration of how possible events might arise while rejecting a completely 
open future in which anything may occur. What is currently possible belongs to the 
domain of the presently real, since for something to be possible the appropriate causal 
mechanisms must exist. The mechanisms in the domain of the real make possible many 
potential future events: events in the domain of the actual are the result of one set of such 
possibilities transpiring, and may, at times, enable the emergence of new mechanisms 
enabling new possibilities. These mechanisms, and many of the events they lead to, are 
not available to direct experience in the domain of the empirical, though their effects may 
be. A realist ontology, then, is well-placed to support social science in exploring possible 
or likely futures (Patomäki, 2006). 

The generative mechanisms that give rise to events may be material, as in the physical or 
biological process that underpin human activities, or immaterial, in the form of social 
structures like class or racism. Of particular relevance to this research is the capacity of 
language to act as a generative mechanism, and the causal powers associated with the 
social processes of making meaning. Social life is constituted in large part, though not 
entirely, by language used within the context of social structures: political and cultural 
formations are constructed and maintained through the language used by social actors, 
and these actors’ language is itself produced and shaped through social processes. Within 
social science, language considered in this social context of use, and in its dual role 
sustaining and reflecting social practices, is commonly referred to as ‘discourse’ (Jaworski 
& Coupland, 1999; Renkema, 2004), and studied by a wide range of scholars for a variety 
of ends, often with the aim of making visible the deeper actions of power and ideology in 
society. My interest in this research is in the ways in which the causal powers of language 
and discourse might contribute to and underpin the work that ideas of the future do in 
the decision-making processes of young people. 

A claim that ideas of the future accomplish their work through language rests on the 
broader claim that language is a fundamental part of subjectivity, alongside the 
constitutive role in social life that theorists of discourse describe. Certainly, for Archer, 
language is a central feature of the way subjects make sense of and act on the world, 
through the internal conversation and inner speech. Kögler (2012) offers a further account 
of the central place of language in subjectivity, extending Bourdieu’s notion of the 
linguistic habitus to allow for the subject’s reflexivity. His critique is that Bourdieu 
subordinates the linguistic habitus within the social habitus, meaning that all language 
practice is inescapably conditioned by social relations: he argues for a greater role for 
language in mediating between agents and their “objective environments”, and shows that 
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the habitus must necessarily be constituted through linguistic concepts, since otherwise it 
would be inaccessible to the reflexivity that is a necessary aspect of agency. For habitus to 
work it must have a linguistic component, so that it is possible to include it in the internal 
conversation. Hasan (1999) similarly notes an over-emphasis in Bourdieu’s account on the 
social conditioning of language, presenting an account in which language and society co-
create each other: “Meaning and wording are socially saturated just as the social world is 
linguistically created” (Hasan, 1999, p. 62). Her aim is to demonstrate that language is 
more than a “side-effect” (Hasan, 1999, p. 53) of social practice by describing the way it 
works internally to make meaning. 

The idea, then, that language has a fundamental role in mediating the various relations 
that give rise to subjectivity and reflexive thought is consistent with the framework I 
outline above, and so the notion that the work done by ideas of the future within the 
processes involved in young people’s decision-making is done through language seems 
similarly tenable. Ideas of the future are represented and construed by subjects through 
language. From a critical realist perspective, this is the result of language working as a 
generative mechanism, or more properly as a set of interconnected generative 
mechanisms. Language, from this realist viewpoint, can be seen as an emergent product, 
not reducible either to formal systems or social practice. “Generative grammars and 
vocabularies” exist at the level of the real, while the utterances that form speech and 
discourse exist at the level of the actual (Fairclough, in Sayer, 2000, n. 3 chapter 3). Sealey 
and Carter similarly describe the “properties and powers of language” as belonging to the 
real (2004, p. 70).They suggest language has generative potential insofar as it is a complex 
system whose elements can be combined in creative ways, from which process of 
combination irreducible new elements emerge (Sealey & Carter, 2004, p. 161). Their 
interest, as applied linguists with a realist perspective, is in describing the way language 
enables humans to exercise their own causal powers. They share this interest in the 
functional uses of language with Hasan, who suggests that since social contexts are 
interpreted and understood through their semiotic aspects over their material features, 
understanding the functions of language is a necessary precursor to understanding social 
action (Hasan, 1999, p. 62). 

Hasan’s account is interesting here for her description of the way the “semological” 
aspects of language, the internal systems through which meaning is made, work with the 
sociological contexts in which language practice occurs. Systems of language allow for 
certain combinations and arrangements—they present a set of possible lexicogrammatical 
choices—and this system is the mechanism for making meaning in that language. But 
what meaning gets made depends on the social practice in which that meaning is being 
made. There is a dialectic between the two logics that shapes the semantic potential of 
the system: “it is (socio-)logical in the context of that community’s social practices and 
(semo-)logical in the context of the internal systemics of that language.” (1999, p. 58). 
Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999a, p. 49) suggest that these logics can be considered as 
mechanisms in a realist sense, and describe the semological as “the specific mechanism of 
discourse that generates the power of constitution [of social relations]” (Chouliaraki & 
Fairclough, 1999a, p. 402). 

This brief summary is intended simply to illustrate the possibility of describing the work 
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of ideas of the future in realist terms. If these ideas feature within the internal 
conversation in the ways suggested above, it is plausible to think that they do so as a 
result of the actions of linguistic mechanisms. The ways in which futurity in all its forms 
(uncertainty, desire, anticipation) is represented in the internal conversation will be 
derived from the sorts of lexicogrammatical choices and combinations that underpin the 
making of meaning in language. It is true, of course, that inner speech is not identical to 
external speech. But, as I discuss in the next section, it is a condensation of external 
speech, an abbreviated, elliptical form. Since language is autonomous (insofar as it is 
irreducible to social practice) and prior (insofar as social conditioning takes place through 
language), so the same relations and structures that allow the representation of futurity in 
external speech will be present, compressed but ready for expansion in circumstances that 
allow the necessary degree of reflexivity. The ways in which language allows us to think 
about time, then, might echo within inner speech. 

The methodological implication of this is that I need to identify ways in which futurity is 
produced in language, since these will indicate the workings of the generative 
mechanisms that are active in embedding it within agency. The specifics of this 
methodological challenge are taken up in the next chapter. 

3.3   Internal conversation: agency and reflexivity 

Archer (Archer, 1995, 2003, 2007, 2012) offers an account of the internal conversation as 
an elaborated account of reflexive internal processes through which individuals exercise 
their agency (In describing Archer’s account of the internal conversation I am drawing 
primarily on Archer, 2007, since this summarises and extends the descriptions found in 
her previous work.) It is through this internal conversation that I understand young 
people to produce and engage with ideas of the future. Archer begins from the position 
that social life is dependent upon the actions of social agents who have a private interior 
life, one which under usual circumstances they are capable of reflecting on. Holding this 
view, she suggests, is necessary in order to account for the influence social structures have 
on agents, or for the effect agency has on social structures, without conflating the two. 
She is concerned with developing an account of how agents act that goes beyond their 
being either ‘constrained’ or ‘enabled’ by social structures (Archer, 1995, 2003, pp. 1–5). Her 
proposal, developed over the course of a series of books (Archer, 2003, 2007, 2012) and 
drawing on ideas from Peirce, Mead and others, was the ‘internal conversation’, one of a 
set of “personal emergent powers” and properties that are particular to individual people. 
This reflexive “self-talk” (Archer, 2007, pp. 63–65) mediates the impacts of other social and 
cultural causal powers, and with other personal emergent powers is what activates causal 
powers beyond the subject. Archer identifies three fundamental personal powers: first, 
self-consciousness, or the capacity to distinguish ourselves from the world. Second, 
personal identity, or the “constellations of concerns” (Archer, 2003, p. 138) and our 
commitments to them that define us. Thirdly, social identity, or the roles made or taken 
in society by individuals. 

The power to sustain an internal conversation depends on neurological processes (Archer, 
2007, p. 63), themselves presumably emergent from the action of biophysical mechanisms. 
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But it also depends upon a range of cultural resources, external to the subject, such as 
languages, images, number systems, values and so on (Archer, 2007, p. 69). As these are 
brought in to subjects’ inner worlds, so these worlds become more sophisticated: this is 
an ongoing process from birth. In this way Archer, building on Peirce, avoids claiming 
either that inner dialogue is independent from “natural language” (language as used in 
social settings), or that it is constituted by it: language is one of many cultural forms that 
contribute to constructing subjects’ interior lives. This means that inner speech is not the 
same as external speech (Archer, 2007, p. 66). Following Wiley (2006) she suggests inner 
speech is distinctive for being elliptical (inner speech is abbreviated, so faster, and needs 
unpacking or elaborating when representing ideas externally or considering them in more 
detail internally), private (subjects have privileged, direct access to meanings which can 
only be known indirectly to external respondents) and personalised (subjects’ particular 
memories, affective associations and histories are their own). This private and 
personalised speech can be represented externally, but will be necessarily incomplete: 
however, it is not locked away entirely, Archer suggests, and follows Wiley in claiming 
that it is possible “to communicate the gist of it, in other words to transform first to third 
person meanings” (Archer, 2007, p. 81). 

Interior activity can be reflexive or non-reflexive, though these boundaries are fluid: 
Archer allows that ‘wordless meditation’, ‘hunches’, ‘leaps’ and other non-reflexive aspects 
of inner life may be examined by subjects, and so brought into the internal conversation 
(Archer, 2007, p. 72). But the internal conversation, distinct from more general interior 
activity, is entirely composed of reflexive thought. What makes reflexivity a conversation, 
rather than a monologue? For Archer, to pay attention to an internal action depends on 
the capacity of the subject to consider an object in relation to itself. When this object is 
the self, she suggests, this necessarily means that the subject is asking a question 
(implicitly or explicitly) of the object: their analogues in natural language might be, “‘How 
do I look?’, ‘Am I getting this right?’, ‘Can’t you be more exact?’” (Archer, 2007, p. 72). The 
process of posing and answering these questions to oneself is what makes the internal 
conversation an active critical engagement rather than simply a “vague self-awareness”. 

Reflexive internal speech, then, enables the mediation of external powers and the exercise 
of agency through this conversation with ourselves about the social world: it is the venue 
in which we identify, prioritise, and make decisions about our particular concerns (Archer, 
2007, p. 89), and in which objective advantages or barriers are recognised as subjective 
advantages or barriers. Archer (2007) identifies a series of categories of reflexive self-talk: 
‘mulling over’, ‘planning’, ‘imagining’, ‘deciding’, ‘rehearsing’, ‘reliving’, ‘prioritising’, 
‘imaginary conversations’, ‘budgeting’, and ‘clarifying’. All these activities are employed by 
subjects in developing projects that further their concerns. This reflexive process then 
underpins the individual agency that Archer holds social and cultural change dependent 
upon (Archer, 1995). 
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3.4   Working with habitus: moving between reflexive and 
dispositional thinking 

Archer suggests three ways in which context shapes subjects’ inner conversations. First, as 
already described above, the cultural resources available though the lives of subjects 
support and expand their inner speech. Second, the inner speech takes place in the taken-
for-granted context of the subject, in which meanings and associations are known and 
need no translation. Third, the concerns and projects entertained by subjects are limited 
by the external structures presenting themselves at that moment. The latter argument is a 
particular site of difficulty for Archer, insofar as her desire to avoid the kind of approach 
she ascribes to Bourdieu leads her to leave it relatively unexamined. However, contra 
Archer, I will suggest that habitus is an important conceptual tool for understanding the 
ways internal speech may be shaped, and that using habitus in this way does not mean 
abandoning any interest in reflexivity. 

Archer is at pains throughout her work to distinguish her project from Bourdieu’s. In part 
these efforts are necessary due to the similarities they share: both are trying to find a 
middle path between determinist and idealist accounts of the world, and both are 
concerned to find a place for agents without denying the influence of the structures 
surrounding them. Many authors have examined the relationship between their two 
bodies of work, particularly on the comparative virtues of habitus and Archer’s model of 
reflexive agency, much of which seeks to reconcile their two visions (Elder-Vass, 2007), or 
to emphasise the value of Bourdieusian approaches (Farrugia & Woodman, 2015), or to use 
the tension between the two to produce new approaches (Decoteau, 2016). Archer has 
herself (Archer, 2010) discussed efforts to combine reflexive accounts of personal action 
with those giving more of a role to what she terms ‘habit’. I am not going to contribute to 
this effort of reconciliation directly, since this is not the focus of my research. But I want 
to recognise a common observation within the work cited here: that there are not, in 
Bourdieu’s own work, grounds for dismissing habitus as simply a form of deterministic 
reproduction, as Archer seems to. Beyond that, I want to develop a reading of habitus that 
pays attention to its role in constructing particular ideas of the future. 

There are three reasons why I want to find a place for Bourdieus’ theory of habitus in my 
working theory. First, the anticipatory nature of habitus makes it a source of ideas of the 
future, and so it will be important for me to be able to recognise these ideas for what they 
are in the data I collect. Second, it provides a rich account of how the social world 
resources individual internal conversations, something that is less visible in Archer’s 
account. And third, it emphasises two features of agency and the future that I think will 
usefully expand the way they are commonly described within education, in that it 
addresses latent futures underway in the present and suggests that past, present and 
future are interlinked in the exercise of agency. However, given Archer’s efforts to make 
clear that her account of the internal conversation and Bourdieu’s habitus are not 
compatible, it is important I make my case for believing that, to some degree, they are, 
and that her objections are no barrier to my use of habitus in this way. 

‘Habitus’, before Bourdieu, referred to the constitution of the body, or the general 
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physical state of a subject: as used by Aristotle and later Aquinas (Emirbayer & Mische, 
1998, p. 976) it has another related sense of ‘tendency or inclination’ or ‘predisposition’.  3

These are ideas that fit well with a critical realist ontology and that emphasise 
potentiality, and conceptually they illustrate Bourdieu’s sense of habitus as a set of 
generative capabilities, rather than a set of habits (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 53). These generative 
capabilities are what allow individuals to approach a new situation “like an X”, using the 
habits of mind that have previously served well as (for example) an entrepreneur, or a 
doctor, or a soldier, or a parent to guide one’s actions when (for example) shipwrecked on 
a desert island, or beginning a new kind of job. How appropriate the actions taken are 
depends on the degree of novelty and on the capacity of the subject to exercise what 
Bourdieu called the “reflexive analysis” necessary to shape their response to a new 
situation (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 136) (of course, in reality the social contexts that 
give rise to habitus are generally less clearly defined). 

Seeing the habitus as a set of dispositions, rather than a set of instructions, emphasises 
the anticipatory nature of the habitus as Bourdieu describes it. These dispositions arise 
from people’s history of relations to the fields of practice they encounter, and in this way 
both originate in and organise practice (Adams, 2006, p. 514; Bourdieu, 1990, p. 52), 
constructing subjects able to read and inhabit familiar fields unthinkingly, taking their 
setting for granted like “fish in water” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 127). The 
anticipatory quality of the habitus is a fundamental part of this familiarity: it “adjusts 
itself to a probable future which it anticipates and helps to bring about because it reads it 
directly in the present of the presumed world, the only one it can ever know” (Bourdieu, 
1990, p. 64). The responses of the habitus to the circumstances encountered in the field 
are responses to a “probable, ‘upcoming’ future (un à venir), which…puts itself forward 
with an urgency and a claim to existence that excludes all deliberation”. The habitus 
“precognizes; it reads in the present state the possible future states with which the field is 
pregnant. For in habitus the past, the present and the future intersect and interpenetrate 
each other” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 22). 

So in the habitus there are a set of dispositions, tendencies to respond to particular kinds 
of circumstance in particular ways, that are oriented towards the potentialities immanent 
in the present. And in being oriented in this way, these dispositions provide for the past, 
present and future to be bundled together at once, acting as “a present past that tends to 
perpetuate itself into the future by reactivation in similarly structured 
practices” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 54). There are two important ideas for my thesis here. First, 
that futures can be imagined to be in progress in the present, latent and not yet visible but 
underway: they are “futures-in-the-making”, in Adam and Groves’ (2007) term, unfolding 
in the present through the layered action of generative mechanisms (Poli, 2017). Second, 
that the processes through which agency is exercised involve the past and future as much 
as they do the present, and not in a linear sequence. The first idea, that futures can be 
latent, has implications for how I conceive of the decisions young people are making. The 
second is developed further by Emirbayer and Mische (1998), described in more detail 

 Definitions taken from https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/habitus, https://3

www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/habitus, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/
habitus, and http://wordnetweb.princeton.edu/perl/webwn?s=habitus.

41



below. 

These characteristics of the habitus mean that the kinds of future it constructs have 
certain distinct features. Firstly, perceiving probable futures in the present circumstances 
means that ideas of the future and the present arrive all together, unconsidered and 
immediate. The futures with which the habitus anticipates are not the product of 
considering “absolute possibilities” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 53): they are unreflexive 
protensions, a “‘feel’ for the immediate future” in Tavory and Eliasoph’s words (2013). 
Second, these futures are bounded by the logic of the field, which makes some 
“improbable” options “unthinkable” since the dispositions of the habitus reflect what 
tends to happen most regularly: subjects make a “virtue of necessity”, “refuse what is 
anyway denied and…will the inevitable” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 54). Consequently, the 
capacity of the habitus to produce possible futures is “infinite yet strictly 
limited” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 55). Since the habitus is constituted of dispositions rather 
than rules, there can be no end to its profusion, yet its relation to the field limits the 
diversity of this profusion: it generates “all the ‘reasonable’, ‘common-sense’ behaviours 
(and only these)” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 55). Further, the futures that inform the strategies 
produced by the habitus are really pasts, “the already realized outcome[s] of identical or 
interchangeable past practices” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 61), recollection of past outcomes 
rather than predictions or hypotheses about future outcomes. 

The habitus, then, acts before reflexive thought and generates ideas of the future that are 
necessarily limited in their scope, reflecting the possibilities immanent in present 
circumstances that agents’ experience, particularly their early experience, has shown 
them tend to occur. It is ‘practical sense’, most useful in the context of the fields that 
originally inculcated the durable dispositions that constitute it, and pre-conscious. It 
provides resources rather than blueprints for agents to respond to different 
circumstances, and in that sense is not deterministic, in the same way that children’s 
building blocks can be combined in any number of ways to produce structures that are 
nevertheless limited by their material properties. But neither is it capable of the “creation 
of unpredictable novelty” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 55). It is useful for understanding how the 
social world can shape certain kinds of idea of the future, and it offers a sophisticated 
account of futures as immanent in the present. But it is limited, as an account of agency, 
in some important ways. Archer describes these limits clearly, as do other authors, though 
I will suggest that some of her objections are nevertheless not obstacles to making use of 
the idea. 

Throughout her work Archer is at pains to position her interest in the reflexive subject in 
opposition to Bourdieu’s account of habitus, on the grounds that, like Giddens, he 
commits the sin of conflating structure and agency. Her principle objection to the 
position she suggests results from this error is that accounting for agents’ actions in terms 
of inherited dispositions leaves no room for the consideration of their reflexive inner life. 
For researchers, “Bluntly, dispositional socialisation gets in first and thus reflexivity gets 
no look in” (Archer, 2007, p. 89). More fundamentally, she suggests that Bourdieu denies 
his agents the capacity for reflexive thought, saying, “Bourdieu’s agents do not confront 
circumstances, but are an integral part of them.” (Archer, 2007, p. 42), and that he holds 
“human intentionality as illusory” (Archer, 2007, p. 43). She goes on to borrow from 
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Jenkins’ influential critique (Jenkins, 2002) to say that Bourdieu describes, “‘a world where 
behaviour has its causes, but actors are not allowed their reasons’”. If this is Bourdieu’s 
position, it is clearly incompatible with hers. 

The practical upshot of this emphasis on socialised dispositions over reflexivity is, Archer 
claims, an incapacity within Bourdieu’s theory for dealing with or explaining novelty. To 
guide action, habitus depends on subjects’ dwelling in a consistent social world, in order 
that the lessons of past behaviour remain applicable. But, as Archer says, when “social 
contexts are characterised by rapid change, this poses an obvious problem for any theory 
emphasising routine or habitual action” (Archer, 2007, p. 38). In any case, she suggests, 
even if habitus had been at one time a useful device for making sense of the world, by the 
end of the 20th century its value has been diminished, and the role it performs — 
connecting subjects with the social practices they were born into — is better 
accomplished through ‘communicative reflexivity’ (Archer, 2010). 

These objections seem seem clear cut, and are consistent throughout her work: they are 
also not held by her alone, it should be said (Elder-Vass, 2007 notes similar objections 
from Alexander, 1995, and Crossley, 2001, for example). The strength with which she 
asserts them arises, I believe, from her representing habitus in a particular way, one that I 
would suggest is not in keeping with the nature of the concept as Bourdieu describes it, 
and one that perhaps reflects her engagement with other theories of social change that 
stress routinisation. This is seen in the consistent way habitus is grouped with what she 
calls the “cognate terms” of “customary behaviour, habitual and routinized action”(Archer, 
2012, p. 58). Throughout her work, where habitus is referred to in passing it is hard not to 
be left with the impression that her conception of it is as instructions for behaviour, a 
blueprint to be followed unthinkingly that leaves no room for improvisation and denies 
agents the opportunity for creative, novel thinking. This is despite her occasional explicit 
recognition that Bourdieu claims “‘habitus’ is not mere ‘habit’” (Archer, 2007, p. 43), and 
her engagement with the sociological reflexivity described by Bourdieu in his later work 
(Archer, 2007, p. 44). But she does not go far enough in recognising that ‘habitus’ does not 
mean ‘habit’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 122), and understanding the differences 
between habits and habitus would make it easier to recognise those places where she and 
Bourdieu are close (whether this is an aim she would endorse or encourage is another 
question). One of these places is the necessity of the social world playing a role in 
resourcing the internal conversation. Another, crucially, is the circumstances under which 
the anticipation supported by the habitus fails. 

For the most part, Archer holds firm in her commitment to arguing for the capacity of 
individuals to generate thoughts privately without dependence on their wider social 
context. She laments, for example, the way that the “development of conscious reflexivity 
is never allowed to be a lone, autodidactic exercise” in Bourdieu’s account of reflexivity 
(Archer, 2007, p. 46). But (happily for those unconvinced that such an isolated exercise 
would really be possible) she does recognise that the internal conversation depends on the 
resources provided by the social world in which subjects live: “Without nullifying the 
privacy of our inner lives, our sociality is there inside them because it is there inside 
us” (Archer, 2000, p. 117). She goes further: “Within their internal conversations, subjects 
cannot subjectively conceive of any course of action they please and they cannot assume 
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any social role they wish” (Archer, 2007, p. 88). Her concern is to ensure that explanations 
in terms of social relations do not reduce or obscure the the causal powers of the internal 
conversation, preserving a balance between social and internal explanations for action 
(Archer, 2012, p. 67). She offers a further purchase for habitus in her description of the way 
that the dispositions of agents and their reflexivity evolve together (Archer, 2007, p. 90). 
Her intention is to combat the notion that self-consciousness emerges after unthinking 
dispositions have been established, instead describing a relationship between 
“dispositionality” and reflexivity in which the context into which they are born makes 
certain experiences and ideas more available than others, which are then apprehended 
and endorsed (or not) by a reflexive subject. This is not so far from the action Bourdieu 
imagines between the subject and their habitus: “It is difficult to control the first 
inclination of habitus, but reflexive analysis, which teaches that we are the ones who 
endow the situation with part of the potency it has over us, allows us to alter our 
perception of the situation and thereby our reaction to it” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, 
p. 136). He might be imagined, too, to share Archer’s aim of balancing a socially-
determined actor with a freely-acting agent when he describes habitus as a way to 
“escape” structuralism and subjectivism while recognising the effects of structures and 
preserving the agent (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 121). The difference is that using the 
concept of habitus offers a way of accounting for the origin of the internal conversation, 
rather than accepting the arrival of a reflexive subject causa sui. I would like to position 
habitus as a part of the cultural and social resources Archer describes as necessary to the 
emergence of personal emergent powers (Archer, 2007, p. 69). The more substantive 
criticism here is that in sufficiently novel circumstances habitus is unable to act as a guide 
to action. Archer suggests that this presents Bourdieu’s theory with a problem, though 
that would only be the case if he denied it. In fact, he acknowledges that habitus is 
perfectly relevant “only when conditions of production of the habitus and the conditions 
of its functioning are identical” and that there are many “possible forms of the 
relationship” between field and habitus (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 63), some of which encompass 
a difference between them sufficiently great that “the sense of the probable future is 
belied” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 62). These cases, in which “the routine adjustment of subjective 
and objective structures is brutally disrupted” and the behaviours suggested by the 
habitus are inappropriate, unproductive, or harmful, are “times of crisis” in which other 
“modalities of action” such as “rational choice” might be employed (Bourdieu & 
Wacquant, 1992, p. 131). So Bourdieu allows for the failure of the habitus to anticipate in 
novel circumstances: the criticism, then, is perhaps more that he has little to say about 
the reflexivity he acknowledges these circumstances demand.  4

Other authors have attempted a more comprehensive reconciliation between habitus and 
reflexivity (Adams, 2006; Decoteau, 2016; Elder-Vass, 2007). Elder-Vass (2007) makes the 
case that “many and perhaps most of our actions are co-determined by both our habitus 
and our reflexive deliberations” (Elder-Vass, 2007, p. 335), detailing the way that each acts 

 Bourdieu does discuss a form of reflexivity at length within Bourdieu & Wacquant (1992), though strictly 4

limited to its application within the academic practice of sociology, and in a curious fashion that appears to 
deny any reflexive capacity within non-sociologists. Adams (2006, p. 515) comments that this rather 
paradoxically presents reflexivity as a feature of the sociological habitus: at any rate, it does not constitute a 
discussion of the kind of reflexivity explored here.
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at different moments within the process of agency, and suggesting that reflexive actions 
become embedded at the neural level as a more granular instance of the bodily hexis 
Bourdieu describes (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 69). Decoteau (2016) describes other authors’ 
attempts to reconcile reflexivity and habitus (particularly Sweetman and Adkins), and 
suggests that it is the multiplicity of our social identities, with their corresponding 
secondary habituses, that offers the resources necessary to support reflection. Adams 
(2006) proposes a “hybridization” (Adams, 2006, p. 516) of reflexivity and habitus that 
recognises the role of structure in shaping and constraining reflexive choices. They all 
recognise that everyday life presents many more situations not anticipated by habitus 
than deserve the label of ‘crises’, and that the movements between fields that weakens the 
grip of habitus are a more frequent part of life than Bourdieu allows (Adams, 2006, p. 518; 
Elder-Vass, 2007, pp. 341, Decoteau, 2016, p. 312). Whether this is due to the contemporary 
absence of guiding social structures, as the ‘extended reflexivity thesis’ developed by 
Giddens and Beck among others suggests (Adams, 2006, p. 512), or instead to the 
increasing profusion of social structures that demand subjects choose between them, as 
Archer has it, is not my present concern. 

Like Archer, Elder-Vass and Decoteau are concerned with the move over time from 
unconsidered disposition to reflective thought and back to unconsidered disposition. But 
as a result, both authors have an issue with layers. Elder-Vass buries the habituated 
products of reflexive action within neural patterns, analysing action into layers of 
conscious and unconscious thought. This makes possible a detailed description of what 
takes place when we act, but names rather than explains the parts of this processes. 
Decoteau borrows from Potter and critical realist ontology to suggest that the habitus has 
real, actual and empirical parts to its action (Decoteau, 2016, p. 316). But she appears to 
elide the layering of real, actual and empirical domains with the stratification that arises 
within emergent structures, and so misses that, for the the habitus to be the system of 
generative mechanisms that Bourdieu describes (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 53), it must exist on 
the level of the real only, giving rise to actual and empirical events through the possible 
actions it makes visible. 

So there is general agreement that habitus alone is insufficient as an explanatory or 
analytic device, and a sense that there are moments of discontinuity between the world 
and the subject that force a reflexive stance on the subject. For the present purpose of 
developing a working theory, I do not intend to attempt to reconcile or hybridise habitus 
and reflexivity, not expand habitus to include reflexivity (Decoteau, 2016, p. 315; see also 
Reay, 2004). What I take from the discussion is that the internal conversation can be 
imagined as being led alternately by reflection and dispositions. In understanding the 
place of ideas of the future within young people’s internal conversations, then, they might 
be thought of as arising through either one of these modes, reflection or dispositional 
thinking. 
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3.5   Gaps, stances and speculation: moving between multiple 
temporal contexts 

This internal movement between modes of activity is elaborated by Emirbayer and 
Mische (1998), in their discussion of agency. They describe it being a product of three 
‘tones’, which (they invite us to imagine) sound together, with different contexts bringing 
one of these three more to the fore: “iteration”, or the repetition of patterns of action 
established previously, “projectivity”, or the imagining of different possible future 
sequences that result in desired outcomes, and “practical evaluation”, or the comparison 
of different options in the light of immediate pressures and desires. Each of these are 
further divided into three ‘sub-tones’, each with their own orientation towards past, 
present or future. This nested structure allows them to present a complex inner world of 
multiple temporal orientations which is the antithesis of the linear sequencing associated 
with rational choice. These offer points of entry for ways of relating to the future: many 
of those described are substantively the same as those addressed by the notion of habitus, 
but they describe two additional ways in which subjects relate to the future that I want to 
note here. First, from Heidegger and Kirkegaard, they recognise the affective aspects 
associated with considering the future, and the deeper dimension of ‘care’ (distinct from 
subjects’ interests) that underlies concerns and is prior to the development of projects 
(p. 986). Second, they discuss various forms of experimental and speculative thought, 
ways in which subjects can “recompose” (p. 989) the symbols and semiotic material of the 
internal conversation into novel relations, or imagine how hypothetical courses of action 
may play out, or engage in tentative and provisional trials of these courses of action, in 
line with the ‘experimental relationship to the future’ Dewey suggests is a hallmark of 
human action (p. 988). Each of these modes of engaging with the future, care and 
speculation, has been explored in depth elsewhere (for example, the work of Hans Jonas 
as explored by Adam & Groves, 2007, or of Isabelle Stengers in Wilkie & Rosengarten, 
2017). Here, however, I just want to note them as elements to be included in the initial 
theoretical framework I am developing in this chapter for describing the place of young 
people’s ideas of the future in their internal conversation. 

Alongside these ideas and uses of the future, there are some general aspects of agency 
from their account that provide a useful complement to the ideas of habitus and the 
internal conversation discussed above. Unlike Archer or Bourdieu, Emirbayer and Mische 
do not give a central place to the distinction between reflexive and unreflexive thought: 
while they recognise that some of the internal processes they describe are automatic to 
various degrees, the sense throughout their account is that the majority of these processes 
are capable of being considered reflexively to different degrees in different circumstances. 
Rather than presenting reflexivity as a binary, all-or-nothing quality of thought, the 
attention subjects pay to their internal processes can vary, depending on how 
unprecedented or demanding the situation might be. The concept is held more lightly: 
this is evident, too, in the way they imagine choice, not as an binary instant (made/
unmade) but as an emergent, ongoing process. In this they draw on Dewey, Mead and 
Schutz, who have, they suggest, a common view that “ends and means develop 
coterminously within contexts that are themselves ever changing” rather than action 
consisting of the “pursuit of pre-established ends, abstracted from concrete 
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situations” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 967). They draw further on Schutz in developing 
this processual view: he suggests the continual action of successive imagined futures 
results in choices “detaching” themselves “‘like overripe fruit’” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, 
p. 986), a metaphor that represents choices as outcomes of the systemic unfolding of 
processes over time, rather than the products of the moment of the execution of an 
agent’s will. A consequence of this characterisation is that the nature of a choice—even 
whether a choice has been made—is sometimes only clear “after the act has been 
completed”. The goals to which choices are directed may themselves be similarly loosely-
defined: “for this reason, Dewey (1940) speaks of flexible ‘ends-in-view’ rather than of 
clear and fixed objectives” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 999). 

This flexibility arises from the way they characterise subjects as situated in multiple 
contexts and able to imagine being in different multiple contexts, following Mead. Agents, 
for Emirbayer and Mische, are “active respondents within nested and overlapping systems 
(which we prefer to call temporal-relational contexts)” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 969): 
the sense of self necessary for reflexive thought comes about through the intersubjective 
relations that obtain in these multiple contexts, which develop a capacity in subjects for 
projecting themselves into the experiences of others. This is the “imaginative capacity of 
the ‘I’ to move between multiple situationally variable ‘me’s” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, 
p. 988) that underpins subjects’ “ability to hold simultaneously to one’s own and to 
another’s viewpoint” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 969). Such an imaginative capacity is 
necessary for projectivity, or considering what it means to dwell in circumstances that do 
not currently obtain: this underpins the speculative and deliberative work of exercising 
agency. For Emirbayer and Mische, more importantly, this capacity to inhabit multiple 
fields of action offers subjects multiple temporal perspectives, since fields are not just 
structural orders but are also ways of ordering time (a view that resonates with Bourdieu’s 
understanding that time is produced through the interaction of field and habitus in 
practice— Adkins, 2012, p. 354; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 138). This underpins their 
concept of ‘tones’ and ‘sub-tones’ described above, in which each element is oriented to 
past, present or future: as a result, they claim, “actors are always living simultaneously in 
the past, future, and present, and adjusting the various temporalities of their empirical 
existence to one another (and to their empirical circumstances) in more or less 
imaginative or reflective ways” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 1012: this idea is adopted or 
echoed also by Mische, 2009; Woodman, 2011; Tavory & Eliasoph, 2013). 

There are two aspects of this account that are important for the initial theoretical 
framework I am developing here: the representation of temporality, and the relation of 
subjects to contexts. Considering subjects as being continually in relation to multiple 
temporalities, and hence seeing past, present and future as ongoing aspects of their 
experience, is a valuable perspective. However, other forms of temporality beyond ‘past’, 
‘present’ and ‘future’ are produced through the relations of subjects to different fields, and 
it will be important to recognise this. These have been theorised using a wide range of 
approaches. Nowotny (1994) notes the different models of time produced by different 
technologies (something evident in contemporary websites’ use of the infinite scroll, or 
millenial bloggers’ organisation of the web in calendrical archives). Colley (2007), 
Coleman (2008) and Adkins (2009) each explore a feminist politics of time, Colley in 
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demonstrating how accounts of education transitions rely tacitly on particular, 
androcentric theories of time, Coleman in understanding how lived experiences endure, 
and Adkins in describing the rise of ‘event time’ as temporality increasingly is constructed 
through events rather than externally to them. Adkins (2017) further offers ’speculative 
time’ as a temporal order opened up by indebtedness. Campbell (2013) describes the 
melting of solid, linear time into a continual flow of change. Firth and Robinson (2014) 
describe a number of alternatives to what they call, following Benjamin, “homogeneous 
empty time”: Nietzsche’s eternal return, Benjamin’s messianic time, Delueze’s 
contemporaneous and internally-produced ‘auto-affects’ of past, present and future 
zones, and Agamben’s oscillation between play and ritual. Adam and Groves (Adam, 1995, 
2010; Adam & Groves, 2007; Groves, 2017) discuss the cyclical nature of ritual and 
seasonal time as an early bulwark against uncertainty (as does de Jouvenel, 1967, when he 
speaks of societies constructing “jetties into the future”), and pay attention to 
phenomenological time, the temporality of lived experience. More generally, Bergmann 
(1992) offers a comprehensive account of sociological attempts to theorise and work with 
time, beginning with Durkheim’s ‘social time’. My point is not that all these thinkers will 
necessarily be relevant to my eventual analysis, but that there is a large body of work 
offering ways of enlarging on and troubling the fundamental categories of past, present 
and future. Nevertheless, the fundamental suggestion that multiple temporalities are part 
of subjects’ experience, and that moving between them or amongst them is part of 
exercising agency, is one that I want to recognise and make use of. 

Emirbayer and Mische, and the pragmatist authors they draw on, suggest the subject is 
oriented towards particular temporal-relational contexts. I am going to speak of the 
subject adopting a ‘stance’ towards these contexts, which emphasises the embodied and 
anticipatory qualities of an orientation. A stance involves arranging the whole body 
towards something, and doing so in response to the anticipated interaction: In this way I 
am making a connection with the bodily dispositions Bourdieu names hexis (Bourdieu, 
1990, p. 69), and to a lesser extent with the ‘scenaric stance’ described by Ogilvy (2011) in 
which subjects hold multiple possible ideas of the future in their attention. The stance, 
then, is concerned with the demarcation of the field as Ahmed (2006, p.14) describes, but 
responds to the futures apprehended within this structure, either unthinkingly, as part of 
the working of habitus, or in a more considered style. 

In the earlier discussion, I suggested that reflexivity has been considered to arise, or be 
demanded, when there is a gap between the subject and the social world, when 
expectations and circumstances are mismatched. There are a number of ways to think 
about this disjunct. In Bourdieu’s terms, this is a function of the hysteresis and crisis 
precipitated by the action of a habitus formed in a very different field. Ahmed offers the 
notion of ‘disorientation’ (2006, p.157), which carries the a related connotation of internal 
and external lives being misaligned. And, to recognise another, Bernstein (2000, p. 30) 
pays attention to the space between expectations and reality, describing the “discursive 
gap” that can arise between the world and how it is modelled as the home of the 
“unthinkable”, the “yet-to-be-thought”. Moore (2013) describes how Bernstein, drawing 
like Ahmed on Althusser, suggests that the subject may be hailed by this ‘yet to be 
thought’ and constructed anew: Moore describes the imagined turn to the direction from 
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which the hail is heard, and goes on to speculate: “but what if the hail comes from 
another direction and the one-hundred-and-eighty degree turn is instead towards the 
future…?” (Moore, 2013, p. 108). This gap between expectations and circumstances is the 
site of alternative, unimagined possibilities. Crucially, too, it is not present only in 
moments of crisis but is immanent, an ever-present possibility that is always capable of 
emerging. Imagining possibility in this way is central to the notion of ‘speculation’ as 
Martin Savransky describes it (Savransky, 2017). Speculation, he suggests, is concerned 
with the unanticipated, the futures that are not noticeable through more regular forms of 
anticipation (whether these be, in the present model, reasoned reflexive deliberation or 
habituated protension): “there are futures that the present could never 
anticipate” (Savransky, 2017, p. 8). These futures are more than an extension of the 
present (Savransky, 2017, p. 25): they overreach the futures that can be imagined in terms 
of the present, spilling over the frames and boundaries that subjects regularly inhabit. 
They are the implausibilities and supposed impossibilities that are latent, unfolding and 
(in Bernstein’s phrase) yet to be thought. 

So moments of discontinuity are where the possibility of recognising and adopting new 
stances towards the future becomes apparent. In these disjunctive moments, what these 
new possibilities demand, through their unknowability, is an experimental approach that 
simultaneously uncovers and constructs them: it is in these gaps, then, that the 
speculative experimentation described by Emirbayer and Mische above is called for. And 
the imaginative capacity Emirbayer and Mische describe also, that enables an enduring ‘I’ 
to move between different possible ‘me’s’ must also be imagining different possible 
stances to adopt, reflecting the different temporal contexts in which they might be 
situated. These gaps in context provoke reflexive thinking, then, but they may also offer 
an invitation to “wager on the unfinished nature of the present” (Savransky, 2017, p. 31) 
and try new ways of being. 

The notion that actors might adopt different stances towards different settings resonates 
with positions in other theorists’ work. Decoteau (2016, p. 316) describes people as always 
situated in multiple fields, and able to use the logic of one field to examine another. 
Zittoun and Gillespie (2016), working within cultural psychology, suggest that actor’s 
attention iteratively uncouples and recouples with the near-at-hand, moving their 
imagination between the ‘proximal’ and the ‘distal’, between ‘AS IS’ and ‘AS IF’ (Zittoun & 
Gillespie, 2016, p. 39). Writing after the development of this initial framework, Mandich 
(2020) suggests individual actors make use of four ‘modes of engagement’ with the future: 
a logic of probability, underpinning planning; a logic of practical anticipation, employed 
in familiar settings; a logic of discovery, driving exploration and novelty; and a logic of 
possibility, relevant to considerations of social futures beyond the individual. There are 
shared roots with the notions of reflexive, dispositional, and speculative thinking that are 
outlined in this chapter, and a parallel between the concepts of modes of engagement and 
the taking-up of different stances towards different temporal contexts. I discuss these 
further in the concluding chapter. 
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3.6   Young people’s ideas of the future: summary of theoretical 
framework and research objectives 

In this chapter, I have set out the initial theoretical framework that I used to develop my 
methodology. I introduced a range of theoretical resources and ideas which formed the 
building blocks of this framework: 

— critical realism, as a metatheoretical position enabling me to discuss different theorists’ 
ideas in a coherent setting, from which I took the notion of ‘generative mechanisms’ or 
‘causal structures’, claiming that language may act as just such a causal structure, 

— the internal conversation, as the means through which young people reflexively 
exercise agency, 

— habitus, as a source of anticipatory ideas, and also of the cultural and symbolic ideas 
that resource the internal conversation, 

— the movement of the thinking subject within the internal conversation, between 
different temporal contexts, and between styles of thinking, which produces a succession 
of stances towards the future, 

— the production of speculative thought from discontinuities between reflexive or 
dispositional anticipations and temporal contexts. 

I am combining these building blocks to suggest that, within young people’s internal 
conversations, their ideas of the future are produced through dispositional, reflexive, and 
speculative thinking. The relationships I imagine between the various elements of this 
initial theoretical framework are mapped in the following diagram: 

Figure 2: mapping key elements in the internal conversation 
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This two-dimensional diagram tends to flatten a process that I conceive of as being more 
layered and recursive. The boxes and arrows also tend to imply these elements are 
bounded and settled, when instead I follow the pragmatists and phenomenologists cited 
by Emirbayer and Mische (1998) in trying to imagine them as emergent and blurred. The 
line between, for example, a future imaginary and a personal hope may not be precisely 
drawn. However, the diagram represents the principal aspects of the internal 
conversation as I imagined it in this initial framework. In this framework, culture is 
represented as equipping young people with language resources, which provide the 
generative mechanisms through which different modes of thinking produce ideas of the 
future. I suggest that culture and young people’s personal history together provide 
additional ideas of the future, in the form of wider social imaginaries of the future, and 
previously-imagined ideas of the future, such as cares, hopes, projects, and so on. 
Together, culture and personal history form habitus, for the purposes of this illustrative 
diagram, with young people’s personal history shaping the dispositional mode of 
thinking, and also their propensity for employing reflexive and speculative modes. The 
immediate setting is the focus of the thinking subject within the internal conversation. It 
might be tied to a young person’s present external circumstances — “will I catch the bus 
before it leaves?” — or it might be concerned with other temporal contexts. This 
immediate setting makes particular ideas of the future relevant, in the form of 
anticipations, which influences the stance adopted towards the setting. The stance 
adopted influences the mode of thinking employed to produce new ideas of the future, 
particularly through the degree to which anticipations align with the present setting: 
where they are not aligned, reflexive or speculative thought is called for. 

The phrase ‘ideas of the future’ has, in this framework, a very wide scope, encompassing 
immediate anticipations and long-held dreams, inherited future imaginaries and 
thoughtful plans. For the purpose of this account, which is to develop a methodology for 
noticing ideas of the future, it is necessary that I do not limit my understanding of what 
might be counted an ‘idea of the future’, in order not to unnecessarily restrict what my 
methods are able to notice. I want to note, too, the importance of seeing the arrows in 
this diagram as indicating a relation rather than a sequence of events: this is not a map of 
points around which I imagine the attention making a tour, one after the other. Rather, I 
imagine that these elements are all engaged in a system of mutual production, in a 
process that has been set in motion long before I carry out any fieldwork. This 
understanding has the greatest bearing on the relations between stance, setting, and ideas 
of the future, which I imagine arising all together. But as Archer’s model of 
morphogenetic change illustrates, showing how agency and culture produce each other, 
this kind of mutual production can happen over much longer timescales as well. 

With respect to my methodology, then, the principal assumptions I am making are that: 

— young people’s agency is mediated through their internal conversations  

— language is a generative mechanism producing this internal conversation  

— ideas of the future within the internal conversation arise through reflexive, 
dispositional and speculative modes of thinking  
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— young people take up a series of stances towards various temporal contexts 

From the review of the literature, I established my broad research aim of developing 
empirical methods for tracing the action of ideas of the future in young people’s internal 
conversations. From this theoretical framework, I have identified three further research 
objectives: 

— to better understand the role of language in producing young people’s ideas of the 
future;  

—to develop new insights into the speculative elements of young people’s ideas of the 
future; and  

— to explore how young people might move between different temporal contexts within 
the internal conversation. 

In the next chapter, I describe how I operationalised these objectives, and give an account 
of the fieldwork I carried out. 
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4   Methodology: looking for traces of ideas of the 
future 

My research aim is to better understand the place of young people’s ideas of the future in 
their internal conversation. Since this is something interior to young people, finding 
empirical traces of the action of these ideas is not straightforward. In the previous 
chapter, I have described a theory of how ideas of the future might feature within the 
internal conversation, developed by bringing together relevant work from literatures in 
education research and sociology. In this chapter, I use this theory to suggest some 
possible ways in which the place of ideas of the future might be made visible empirically, 
and describe the methods that I developed to do this. 

I have suggested that critical realism is an appropriate meta-theoretical position through 
which to bring the various theoretical resources I am using together. In the first section of 
this chapter, I begin by describing a critical realist understanding of empirical knowledge 
that recognises such knowledge as a contingent product of underlying generative 
structures and mechanisms. On the theoretical account I have described in the previous 
chapter, language provides the generative mechanisms that young people can use to 
produce ideas of the future, through dispositional, reflexive, or speculative thinking. So 
the empirical traces of these three modes of thinking about the future will be seen, I 
suggest, in the language used by young people. I suggest further that language in which 
the action of these mechanisms is evident will need to be intentionally produced by the 
methods I employ, since I cannot rely on being able to observe it through ethnographic 
approaches. I close this section with a discussion of the constraints such a methodological 
approach places on any claims I want to make about the ideas of the future I see in young 
people’s talk. 

The subsequent two sections describe the research design and methods used. In the 
second section of the chapter, I outline the interview-based approach I developed to 
produce texts for analysis from young people’s talk about the future. I discuss the ethical 
considerations underpinning my interactions with young people, and describe the process 
of recruiting my sample, from students aged between 12 and 13 years old attending a 
secondary school in North London. I discuss some of the practical circumstances that 
influenced the final make-up of the sample, and that had a bearing on the practicalities of 
carrying out the research. I go on to describe the individual methods and their 
application. In the final section, I describe my approach to analysing the data produced 
through these methods, starting with a close examination of the lexicogrammatical 
features enabling the presentation of particular ideas of the future, and moving on to an 
interpretive analysis of the way these language structures sustain discourses of agency 
and futurity. Throughout, I refer to lessons learned from a pilot study, described in 
section 4.7 below. 
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Section 1  

4.1   Empirical knowledge and critical realism 

From a critical realist perspective, using the word ‘empirical’ invokes a set of specific ideas. 
A key tenet of critical realism is that, while there is a world external to our experience, 
this exists independent of our knowledge of it. Intransitive facts about the world are 
independent of the transitive knowledge produced through the social practice of enquiry. 
As a consequence, different accounts of the same world may be offered. These accounts 
are not necessarily equivalent (this is not an argument for relativism), since experiments 
can establish the reality of particular causal mechanisms. But the necessity of 
experimentation in forming an understanding of the nature of things illustrates the gap 
between the real nature of the world and our empirical understanding of it, since the 
causal mechanisms revealed to scientific enquiry are only visible as a result of the efforts 
made to artificially create conditions in which their action can be seen. In Bhaskar’s 
terminology, the mechanisms revealed in the closed, artificial conditions of the laboratory 
are understood to be ‘transfactual’: they operate regardless of the state of our knowledge 
about them, contingently giving rise to actual phenomena that may or may not be 
empirically accessible. I understand empirical knowledge to be a contingent product of 
underlying generative structures and mechanisms that are not accessible to the senses but 
whose existence and action needs to be inferred. 

This contingency of actual (and hence empirical) phenomena—the dependence of 
particular events on a complex combination of prior relations and mechanisms—is 
important. It means that differences between empirical observations and any given theory 
about the world are sometimes to be expected, since a real causal mechanism that 
features in a theory may not always encounter the necessary conditions for its action 
(Sayer, 2000, p. 144). But the fact of such differences is not generally reckoned to be 
sufficient ground for questioning the theory. When (for example) in a school chemistry 
lesson a flame fails to burn red when strontium is introduced, explanations are more 
likely to concern themselves with the quality of the experiment rather than proposing 
new definitions of the energy levels of strontium ions; the contingent nature of empirical 
knowledge is recognised. From a critical realist perspective, then, researchers need to ask 
about what is necessarily the case about a thing: what preconditions does its existence 
presuppose, “what is it about this object that enables it to do certain things?” (Sayer, 2000, 
p. 16). 

Social phenomena, in contrast to those studied in the material sciences, are distinctive 
insofar as the open systems in which they originate and the reflexivity of the social 
subjects whose actions in part constitute them (the ‘double hermeneutic’ of Giddens or 
Archer’s ‘vexatious fact’ of society) makes the contingency of the mechanisms producing 
them more relevant for researchers. This reflexivity means, too, that these mechanisms 
are usually in the process of changing, unlike those studied within the material sciences 
(Sayer, 2000, p. 145). Consequently, for researchers studying social phenomena, the 
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relationship between their theoretical conceptions and their empirical observations tends 
to be closer, with more travel back and forth between them, since theoretical knowledge 
about these phenomena is less fixed than it is for natural structures, and since some form 
of theoretical knowledge is necessary in order to ask questions of contingent phenomena. 

This is the present case as well, for me and the research I describe here. In the terms used 
above, the model developed in the previous chapter can be thought of as an initial 
transitive account of an intransitive set of relations, which suggests particular ways the 
action of these relations might be empirically accessible, and informs the methods I have 
used to produce my empirical data. I then make use of this data in developing a revised 
transitive account. 

4.2   External traces of the internal conversation: noticing ideas 
of the future in young people’s speech 

My initial model suggests that, within young people’s inner worlds, there are three modes 
of thinking that produce ideas about the future: dispositional thinking, or the action of 
habitus; reflexive thinking, or the conscious consideration of their circumstances; and 
speculative thinking, or thoughts beyond what is known as regular or probable. These are 
analytically distinct, but operate contemporaneously, taking as their object the product of 
their own and other modes’ operation. 

The model suggests that ideas of the future are active within the internal conversation, 
which consists of reflexive consideration of the affective and habitual products of 
dispositional and speculative thought. Dreams, half-remembered suggestions, cares, 
hopes, unspecified fears and uncertainties, intuitions, all participate in this complex and 
iterative process, and some will move into the reflexive light of the internal conversation. 
This reflexivity comes about through the stances young people adopt towards the 
different temporal-relational contexts in which they find themselves. When these 
contexts are aligned with the anticipations produced through their dispositional thought, 
there is little demand for reflexive thinking. When these anticipations are not adequate, 
however, a degree of reflexive thought is required. In some circumstances, the model 
suggests, this kind of mis-alignment can be also productive of speculative modes of 
thought, source of the leaps, insights, hints, flavours, or shadows of possibilities that are 
unavailable to dispositional or reflexive modes of thought and the frames that limit what 
each can generate. 

The model suggests further that this internal conversation is sustained through inner 
speech, an abbreviated, highly-contextualised interior speech that must be elaborated into 
external speech through a further reflexive process. Where this external speech is 
describing the process of decision-making, there may be within it ideas of care, various 
temporalities, affective elements, narratives, stances, anticipations and so on, just as 
within inner speech. These will be produced through the semological mechanisms in 
language, in a process not identical, but analogous, to the way they appear within inner 
speech. Unlike inner speech, external speech is accessible to other people in the external 
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world. 

Any empirical data about the processes I am interested in, then, will take the form of 
young people’s external speech. The processes themselves cannot be observed, only 
described by the person in whose inner world they occur. This description in speech is the 
first empirical trace of the work being done by their ideas of the future. The empirical 
traces of language’s causal mechanisms within the internal conversation, then, will be 
external speech, which in order to analyse I will have to capture as texts. 

4.3   Methodological implications: producing ideas of the future 
with young people 

Some authors working within sociology have suggested that there is something particular 
about ‘the future’ that presents researchers with a methodological challenge. Savransky et 
al. (2017) suggest that, commonly, social research and critique addressing the way futures 
appear in society (as a projection of the present, or as probabilistic risk) frames these 
futures as “(past) empirical objects” capable of being studied through the same techniques 
as any other social product. They offer, in contrast, a set of approaches that demand 
researchers consider the manner in which they relate to the ‘not-yet’ , recognising the 
capacity of their own research practice to change through experimentation, and through 
this experimentation to bring forth futures that are not simply an extension of the 
present but that engage with the unanticipated and unimagined. They, with Parisi (2012), 
borrow the notion of the ‘lure’ from Whitehead’s process philosophy, the grasping after 
what might be that underpins enquiry, to position research as something that aims to 
bring unthought possibilities already immanent in the present into the domain of the 
empirical. Coleman (2017), and Coleman and Tutton (2017) are more comfortable 
constructing the future as an ‘analytic object’ (Coleman & Tutton, 2017, p. 2), but likewise 
suggest that the future presents methodological challenges across a range of disciplines. 
Coleman (2017, p. 1) more explicitly describes the difficulties of using current sociological 
tools to describe and understand something “slippery, ill-defined, constantly moving and, 
hence, intangible”, suggesting, with Mische (2009), that social research has neglected the 
study of the future (a claim that might surprise those following Bell & Mau, 1971, in the 
development of the field of futures studies), and that one approach may be to engage with 
work already attempting to research the intangible, such as affect. She goes on to 
elaborate the beginnings of a ‘sensory sociology of the future’, one concerned with the 
non-textual and immaterial “sensate empirical” that Adkins and Lury (2009, p. 18) see as 
the object of the new empiricist sociology Lash (2009, p. 178) suggests should ask “what is 
this social stuff we are experiencing?”. Such a sociology, she suggests, “might be interested 
not only in documenting orientations or imaginations of the future, but also in probing, 
provoking, stimulating them”. This mirrors other approaches, such as Carabelli and 
Lyon’s work using art practice as a venue for creative, performative experiments in ways 
of imagining futures for young people (Carabelli & Lyon, 2016; Lyon & Carabelli, 2015). 

These authors all represent a recent sociological turn to the future, one that pays 
attention to ‘the future’ as an undifferentiated and emergent object of analysis, 
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characterised by being hard to grasp, not amenable to research through traditional social 
research methods, slippery and inchoate in a special way that offers researchers an 
opportunity to further question the assumptions underlying the idea of ‘method’. There 
are several ways in which I am not engaged on the same project. I am distinguishing 
between ideas of the future, as discursive productions, and ‘the future’, as possible 
circumstances still to come which are the object of these ideas, and I am satisfied that 
analysing discourse is something that may still be undertaken with existing tools. Further, 
I describe a number of different modes in which ‘the future’ might be imagined, only one 
of which is speculative in the way Savransky, Wilkie, Parisi and others describe. These 
accounts of speculative thought have contributed more to my theoretical model than to 
my methodological approach: in considering “futures that the present could never 
anticipate” that “already inhere in it as (im)possibilities” (Savransky & Rosengarten, 2017, 
p. 8), I am imagining how students experience the world more than I am designing 
method. But I take one central methodological principle from the body of work discussed 
here: the invitation to create a lure, to devise experiments that bring out what would 
otherwise remain hidden. My method is speculative as far as is necessary to engage with 
ideas of the future that leave no empirical traces: the nature of what I want to explore 
demands that I lure it into an empirical form that allows me to grasp it. In this sense, 
then, my work aims to contribute to addressing the methodological gap identified by 
Coleman (2017) and Mische (2014, pp. 440, Mische (2009), p. 695). And it is part of the 
wider “re-engagement” (or continued engagement) of social sciences with questions of 
the future that Coleman, Mische, Savransky et al., and Urry describe (Coleman, 2017; 
Mische, 2009; Savransky et al., 2017; Urry, 2016). 

Eliciting reflexive speech from young people about their ideas of the future through some 
kind of experimental intervention offers the opportunity to attempt to deliberately 
activate the mechanisms underpinning the way ideas of the future operate in language, 
along with some assurance that the prompt for the resulting speech is a reflexive 
consideration of the decision-making process. There will be limitations on what it 
possible for to claim about these accounts, of course. They will be limited to texts 
produced by English speakers, since I lack sufficient fluency in other languages to conduct 
this research in anything but English. These accounts do not reflect the ways that young 
people might naturally discuss aspects of their decision-making, being artificially 
produced. They are the products of a specific individual history and social context, and so 
don’t reveal general truths that hold across the population about the work done by ideas 
of the future in their decision-making. And, while they will reveal some aspects of 
individual decision-making processes, the interaction through which they are produced 
will itself be a part of this process, however small, since by being a social interaction it 
must necessarily play a constitutive role in their social world. 

My work is not unusual in this. All social science creates social realities. The practice of 
social research has been described as ‘performative’ (Law, 2004; Law & Urry, 2004) insofar 
as it necessarily contributes to the production of the social world: research methods “have 
effects; they make differences; they enact realities; and they can help to bring into being 
what they also discover” (Law & Urry, 2004, pp. 392–393). On the account of discourse and 
language that underpins my model, it is not possible for me to imagine that my research 
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could somehow be excluded from the social context in which individuals are embedded. 
Given the nature of the processes I am trying to bring into view, any method that 
succeeds will have been active in producing traces of their action. Developing such 
methods requires they respond to the nature of the phenomenon I am interested in, 
constructing it in a way that makes it possible for it to be grasped through research. Lury 
and Wakeford (2012) describe methods that are bespoke and summoned by their research 
object in this way as ‘inventive’, and suggest (p. 3) that method should “be made specific 
and relevant to the problem…inventive methods are ways to introduce answerability into 
a problem.”, while Marres, Guggenheim, and Wilkie (2018) suggest that beyond 
‘intervention’, this kind of invention involves experimenting, provoking the appearance of 
what would otherwise remain unseen. In trying to recognise traces of the work done by 
ideas of the future, then, my method is necessarily performative and inventive, taking the 
form of an experiment to produce traces of a process not naturally available empirically. 
This inventiveness is unsecured, and can’t be attested until after the method’s use: 
establishing the ways in which the method has been “adequate” to the problem 
(Guggenheim, Kräftner, and Kröll, 2018, p. 71) is the object of my research questions. 

Qualitative social research is not usually characterised by a search for universal 
regularities and generalised causal laws, focussing instead on providing contingent 
explanations of particular phenomena. My work does not aim to make generalised claims 
about the way ideas of the future work within the processes of the internal conversation. 
It is important to be clear that I am claiming that the causal powers of language, the 
semological mechanisms and grammatical structures within (in this case) English that 
afford speakers the capacity to represent the future in their speech, are not contained 
within but extend beyond the present-day community these speakers belong to, since 
language is distinct from and irreducible to the people who use it. The linguistic 
mechanisms employed by research participants, then, will be common to all of them by 
virtue of these mechanisms being part of their language’s grammar. However, the 
particular mechanisms employed, and the uses to which they are put, will be specific to 
each of them, reflecting their personal histories, present concerns, values, and social 
relations. What I will describe, then, is a profusion of possible ways in which ideas of the 
future are able to do work in the process of making educational decisions, illustrating the 
diversity of ways it works and showing, through this profusion, that the nature of the 
work done by ideas of the future cannot be taken for granted. 

Section 2 

In this section I describe the methods I chose, the activities I undertook with young 
people, my approach to sampling, and the principle ethical considerations I had in mind 
during the research. Many of the choices I made were informed by a pilot study I carried 
out as part of developing this research design. I note these where they are relevant and 
describe the pilot study in section 4.7. Figure 3 outlines the research design employed in 
the project. This is described in more detail in the sections below. In summary, I 
developed an initial theoretical framework to support the development of methods to 
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make visible the ideas of the future in young people’s internal conversations. The 
development of these methods was informed by the findings of a pilot study carried out 
with a local school at an early stage of the process. These methods, all following an 
interview format, were employed with a group of young people from a different school. 
The recordings of the resulting interviews were transcribed, and analysed using two 
approaches. First, a linguistic analysis focused on the language structures within the 
interviews that produced futurity. Second, an interpretive analysis exploring the ideas of 
the future that were constructed with these language structures. In the light of the 
findings of this analysis, the initial theoretical framework was revised to produce a rich 
account of how young people’s ideas of the future might relate to other aspects of their 
internal conversations.

Figure 3: research design of the project, showing activities in two field sites, analysis, and activities 
addressing each research objective  

The table below summarises the data collection activities undertaken within the project. 
An initial set of pilot interviews in 2016 was followed by a period in which initial contacts 
with two potential sites failed to lead to an opportunity to interview students (at one, my 
initial contact left before I had sufficiently established relations with their colleagues: at 
another, my calls and emails stopped being answered). Contact with the school from 
which the sample was drawn (described in section 4.6 below) was made in March 2019, 
and an introductory session with a group of students held a few weeks later. Following 
this session, students self-identified themselves as participants, and interviews took place 
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in the summer term of 2019. At the end of term, a further group session was held to share 
some of the initial findings and to thank students for their support and contribution. 
Further contact was made impossible following the coronavirus pandemic. 

Table 1: fieldwork activities throughout the project 

4.4   Producing texts with young people: previous approaches 
to interview methods 

My practical task is to generate reflexive speech with young people about their ideas of 
the future. In my research with young people, I did this through interviews. I spoke with 
15 young people, aged between 12 and 13, meeting with each of them individually for two 
interviews. Starting with the simplest model of external speech possible—an exchange 
between two people—means that the product of this exchange is as close as possible to 
the inner speech to which I think it is an analogue. 

Beginning with talk between interviewer and interviewee is an approach adopted by other 
authors exploring individual ideas of the future. Archer (2003, p. 153), in generating the 
data from which she developed her notion of the ‘internal conversation’, interviewed a 
diverse group of 20 adults, asking them directly about their interior dialogue. These 
interviews were carried out in two parts. First, a semi-structured discussion took place on 
their understanding and experience of the ‘internal conversation’, followed by a 
consideration of different activities that might be its object: planning, rehearsing, 
deciding and so on. Second, a discussion was held of subjects’ ‘current concerns’ and their 
relation to one another, which established a form of biography: this was followed by a 
final discussion of subjects’ ‘life projects’ and how subjects internally consider their future 
circumstances. Caetano (2015), following Archer in exploring personal reflexivity, adopted 
a similar two-part interview structure. Maxwell and Aggleton (2014), using the ‘internal 
conversation’ as a tool for understanding the agency of privately-educated young women, 
also made use of multi-part interviews. 

These authors all recognise some common aspects of this approach. The rationale behind 
interviewing subjects is that interior processes can only be accessed though subjects’ 
representation of them in discourse and action (“What a researcher can access is their 
materialisation in declarations and practices, which are their form of social existence”, 
Caetano, 2015, p. 229): this assumes a “life of the mind” and subjects’ ability to 

Date Activity

23 February 2016 Contact with pilot school

21 & 22 March 2016 Pilot interviews (12)

8 March 2019 Contact with school

22 March 2019 First group session with young people

May — July 2019 Interviews (15 — see table in 4.8 for timings)

17 July 2019 Second group session with young people
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communicate it (Archer, 2003, p. 154). Both Archer and Caetano recognise the presence of 
the ‘double hermeneutic’ in the situation of an interview, alongside the “theory-
laden” (Archer, 2003, p. 154) nature of the interpretations of the subjects’ inner life, and 
the researcher’s interpretation of that interpretation. They note also the possible concern 
that the interiority of the object of the research makes these questions of interpretation 
and understanding more pressing than they usually are when researching other interests 
of social science. Archer suggests the problem of interpretation is no substantive bar to 
communication between people, as shown by “such durable practices as talking and 
teaching” (2003, p. 154). Caetano suggests this is no more a problem than it is for any other 
social research intervention, since this act of interpretation is precisely what is being 
examined when reflexivity is investigated: the “exceptional” (p. 232) and necessarily 
reflexive character of research interviews generally, then, is in this instance more aligned 
with the object of study. She suggests further that the gap between interviews allows 
subjects to reflect on the earlier interview and bring the fruits of this reflection to the 
next. 

For me, too, the reflexive interpretation required of individuals in representing their inner 
states was a necessary stage in forming the object of my analysis (their external speech) 
since doing so was necessary in order to fully elaborate their truncated inner speech in a 
linguistic form. This elaboration is a product of the social setting in which it is 
undertaken: I asked interviewees to interpret their inner speech in response to the 
prompts I offered, and their responses were to some degree necessarily shaped by their 
ideas of me and my interests, the space we are in at the time, their experience (or 
unfamiliarity) with this kind of artificial exchange, and so on. Each interaction, then, was 
contingent and particular, produced through the wider relations that obtain on me, on 
them, and on ‘me-and-them’, or the ways in which we will mutually constitute our 
understanding and interpretation of the situation. The speech produced is not 
representative of anyone else’s inner speech, and indeed only has a bearing on the 
individual’s inner world as it was at the time of our interaction. 

4.5   Ethical considerations, the role of the researcher, and 
managing risks 

The obligation to act ethically, for academic researchers, arises from the potential of their 
work to impact on the world. Academic research is predicated on the understanding that 
greater knowledge and understanding of the world is a moral good, and so there is a duty 
on researchers to carry out research competently and to share it (Hammersley & 
Traianou, 2012, p. 36). For social research, there is a parallel duty to recognise the impact 
of research on those groups and individuals whose activities and beliefs are its objects, 
both the harms that might be done and the benefits, through participation and the later 
sharing of findings. With respect to the current project, my belief was that participating in 
the interviews and activities had the potential to benefit young people, by giving them an 
opportunity to think about their future and the way they approach it (something argued 
by researchers in futures education such as Hicks & Gidley, 2012). I was also conscious, 
however, of the potential for harm that accompanies research with young people, and in 
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particular the possibility that talking about hopes and aspirations, which are personal and 
intimate features of a person’s life, might produce feelings of vulnerability and exposure 
in young people. 

In managing these ethical issues, I took as my starting point the British Educational 
Research Association (BERA) Ethical Guidelines and their principles for respecting and 
valuing research participants. I followed the relevant ethical procedures set out by the 
University of Bristol’s Graduate School of Education, to demonstrate that I had given due 
thought to the ethical aspects of the research. These principles and processes offered 
opportunities and resources for thinking about the impact of the research. But, as a 
number of authors point out (e.g. Hammersley, 2015; Brooks, te Riele, & Maguire, 2014; 
Simons & Usher, 2000), the principles and processes offered by institutions overseeing 
research tend to be framed as universal, and cannot respond to the situated and specific 
nature of a given research process. Simons and Usher (2000) suggest that such 
“unambiguous and univalent ethical codes” are of limited use to researchers facing ethical 
questions that arise from the specificities in the field. They suggest that alongside the 
procedural ethics of research institutions, researchers must engage with a ‘situational 
ethics’ that recognises the particular nature of their research context. Hammersley (2015, 
p. 440) extends this to recognise that researchers themselves are situated in historical and 
social contexts that shape their thinking: “the starting point for ethical judgment must 
always be particular cases, their similarities and differences, and that the person making 
the judgment is inevitably located in a particular biographical or social situation that will, 
and should, shape her or his judgments.” In making ethical judgements over the course of 
the project, I adopted this situational approach, developing what Guillemin & Gillam 
(2004) call an “ethics in practice”, drawing on more general principles of ethical research 
as guides rather than laws. Such an ethical position demanded continual critical reflexive 
attention to my practice as a researcher. 

4.5.1   Consent 

I sought the informed consent of the young people I spoke with. I presented the research 
project in a class session in which I described the interview process and the aims of the 
research. I invited them to participate, and to sign and return consent forms to their 
teacher. I did not ask them to obtain their parents’ consent. As Coyne (2010) points out, 
seeking parental consent is not always necessary for research to be ethical, and can limit 
opportunities for participation, or compel participation against the desires of young 
people. I had discussed, with their teacher, whether it would be consistent with the 
schools’ approach towards consent for activities to ask young people directly for their 
consent, and after discussing the activities and safeguarding, their opinion was that it 
would be in keeping with the school’s ethos to give students responsibility for providing 
consent. 

Lewis (2002) questions the extent to which the consent of young people to participation 
in research can be assured, and draws a contrast between the consent given by one person 
on behalf of another, and the assent given by that person when agreeing to the interview. 
I managed any questions over consent by continually checking with young people, seeing 
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consent as something requiring maintenance, ongoing rather than settled, and in need of 
continual affirmation (David, Edwards, & Alldred, 2001). I asked for consent through the 
initial form, asked for a reaffirmation at the beginning of the interview, checked that I had 
their permission to ask to speak to them a second time, and again at the start of the 
second interview asked them to affirm their consent. I regularly reminded them of their 
right to withdraw from the project at any point in the interview. This allowed one 
participant the opportunity to withdraw after the first interview, saying that he felt he 
would prefer not to talk about the future any further. My regular contact with the class 
and the relationship I succeeded in building with them allowed him the later opportunity 
to approach me and request to be interviewed a second time. 

4.5.2   Confidentiality, trust and privacy 

In my discussions with the young people’s teacher, I made it clear that the conversations 
would not be shared with anyone, including school staff, and that it was important young 
people were free to decline my invitation. I suggested this privacy and lack of compulsion 
was necessary for building trust between me and the young people. In any interview, 
there are imbalances of power between the researcher and the researched (Kvale, 2006), 
which are more evident in the relationship between an adult researcher and a student. I 
tried to make use of the power I had to ensure that our relationship was trusting and 
respectful, and to represent our interaction as a co-produced exchange rather than an 
extractive intervention (Shostak, 2006). This required me to try to think about our 
exchange from their perspective, as far as I was able, and to be mindful of the way I used 
language or made assumptions about their responses. Morrison (2013) sets out some of 
the ways in which young people may understand the interview setting very differently to 
an adult researcher. 

I had a responsibility to help the young people I spoke with avoid sharing things that they 
might not anticipate being an issue. It was possible that young people might, in a setting 
outside their regular lives, share dreams or fears that they would not choose to share with 
people they knew. It was possible, too, that they would slide without realising into talking 
about futures more personal to them. In the event, there were very few instances where I 
felt that young people were approaching the point of sharing more than they realised or 
intended to. But I was sensitive throughout to the need, on one hand, not to decide for 
these young people what they ought or ought not to share with me, and on the other to 
remain mindful that on some occasions I might be better placed to judge whether I 
needed to hear something, and to invite them to talk about something else. In making 
these judgements I erred on the side of protecting them rather than collecting data. 

I had a responsibility to manage the data generated through interactions with members of 
the school respectfully. In practical terms, that meant preserving young people’s privacy, 
anonymising data at the earliest stage and treating it securely, and preserving the 
confidentiality of our conversations. Audio data from the interviews was backed up on a 
remote drive and a physical drive, both encrypted. Pseudonyms have been chosen for the 
young people I spoke to used throughout this thesis. There were limits to this 
confidentiality, based on the need to prioritise young people’s well-being. In the consent 
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form I made it clear that if I heard something that gave me reason to think they were not 
safe, I would contact the school’s safeguarding officer, in confidence, to let them know. I 
ensured I had the relevant Disclosure and Barring Service clearance for school visits. 

4.5.3   Maintaining contact 

After my initial interviews I was unable to maintain my connection to the school and the 
young people I worked with. I had planned to meet with them on a further occasion, and 
had obtained their permissions to do so, but at the time of this intended meeting in early 
2020 the coronavirus pandemic had established itself in England, and meeting in person 
was not possible. I imagine that young people’s attention was elsewhere: certainly mine 
was taken up with family and professional life, to the extent that I had to suspend my 
doctoral studies for a time. As a consequence, I lost the opportunity to share my findings 
and this text with them, and to ask them to choose their own pseudonyms, and I have not 
been able to learn of any further impact on their thinking our conversations might have 
had, or hear their thoughts on how I have represented them here. I have thanked them in 
person and shared some early reflections with them, in the second meeting held in the 
school at the end of the 2019 summer term. But I had hoped for a further opportunity to 
hear any concerns and answer their questions, and to try and demonstrate that their 
generosity and trust had been worthwhile. 

4.6   Sampling 

I am interested in the ideas of the future active within young people’s internal 
conversations. While the model I described in chapter 3 recognises that individuals are 
embedded within social relations and that their ideas of the future arise through their 
interactions with society and culture, in focusing on the internal conversation I am 
following Archer in imagining a private experience that is accessible only to one 
individual. My unit of analysis is therefore the individual, rather than groups, and 
consequently I chose to speak to young people individually. Speaking to young people 
alongside their peers would have situated the exchange within a different (and more 
complex) set of relations, and produced a different kind of speech. 

My study is motivated by my observation, in chapter 2, that existing research on 
educational decision-making lacks an adequate account of young people’s ideas of the 
future, and the account I provide in this thesis aims to contribute towards addressing this. 
Consequently, I wanted to make use of educational decision-making as a way in to talking 
about the future with young people. I judged some kind of frame to be necessary for our 
conversation, since I felt that speaking about the future in general terms would have led 
to young people limiting their talk to the general discourses of ‘the future’ found in wider 
society, as demonstrated by the work on future orientations discussed in chapter 2. As I 
have described in chapter 3, following Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998)’s notion that agency 
involves the regular movement of attention between multiple temporal contexts, I am 
imagining ideas of the future to be a constant feature of young people’s internal 
conversation and interior life, and I wanted, with the methods I employed, to maintain 
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the possibility of our talking about the future in all the ways it might feature in their lives. 
Educational decisions are a point where young people are asked to think about the future 
that they all have in common. 

The educational decisions that young people are faced with are commonly introduced 
through schools. Schools are where young people are constructed as ‘choosers’ (Ball et al., 
2002), and play a particular role in the formation of young peoples’ ideas of the future 
(Archer, Hollingworth, & Halsall, 2007; Archer & Yamashita, 2003; Ball et al., 2002; Ball & 
Vincent, 1998; Holloway & Pimlott-Wilson, 2011; McLeod, 2000; Reay & Lucey, 2003). The 
young people I spoke might be imagined to be used to thinking about the future in the 
context of their school. I recognised the risk that speaking in this setting might emphasise 
one particular way of thinking about the future, centred on ‘aspiration’ and ‘participation’, 
at the cost of seeing others. However, the experience of the pilot suggested that this 
would not be the case, with future narratives emerging from friends, family or media just 
as evident in interviewees’ speech. 

For these reasons, I drew my sample from a school, and conducted the interviews there. 
The school I worked with is a non-selective secondary school in north London. It is an 
academy school, sponsored by my employer. I gained access through an introduction 
from a colleague to the head teacher, who met with me to discuss the project before 
introducing me to my primary contact, a class teacher with responsibility (at that time) for 
innovation in the curriculum. The school recruits pupils from a wide range of cultural 
and ethnic backgrounds, across genders and different socioeconomic categories, and with 
a range of physical and cognitive abilities. The surrounding area is home to Kosovan 
Albanian and Somalian communities, alongside the many other demographic groups 
found across London. Speaking in a school setting made a conversation about the future 
relevant, and provided a practical way of recruiting and organising participation. The 
school acted as a frame for sampling rather than a case study — I am not researching the 
relationship between young people’s ideas of the future and the discourses of the future 
present in the school (though I recognised that one might likely exist, and expected to see 
such discourses reflected in young people’s speech). Working with a single school offered a 
consistent shared context, common to participants. Working with more than one school 
would have required me to treat each school as variables, rather than a common setting, 
and would lead to my comparing the influence of each school’s futures discourses on 
individuals’ ideas of the future: this risks implying that students are otherwise identical 
and consistent in their ideas of the future, which is counter to my model. My unit of 
analysis is the individual, not the school. 

The young people I spoke needed to have the capacity to reflect on themselves and their 
ideas, suggesting older rather than younger students, who in any case are generally 
afforded more agency in their choices. I had intended to speak to students in Year 10, who 
would have had the recent experience of choosing GCSEs, and be at the early stage of 
considering their post-16 options. However, in the event, the constraints of school 
timetabling meant that the students I was able to work with were in Year 8, aged between 
12 and 13 years old. I was keen to keep the age constant across the sample, in the same way 
as for the school (that is, I wanted to keep one element consistent and be able to focus on 
the differences within the group — I was not attempting to make general claims about 
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how an age group makes use of ideas of the future). 

Students were recruited from a single class, volunteering to speak with me after a whole-
class session in which I introduced the research and described the interview process. 
Given the need to balance the burden of data processing and transcription with the need 
to speak to a range of students, I had hoped to speak with, and had received consent from, 
20 students. However, over the course of the term absences and timetabling issues meant 
I spoke with 15 (8 female, 7 male). A small sample allows me a chance to analyse the data 
in more depth. The sample is not representative of any group, and does not allow me to 
make any generalisations about young people and their ideas of the future. However, the 
group was reasonably heterogenous, with a range of cultural and social backgrounds, and 
it did allow me to describe a variety of different ways in which the future appeared in our 
conversations. 

4.7   Pilot study 

I undertook a pilot study at an upper school in Leighton Buzzard, chosen for reasons of 
access. The school was an academy converter with 1122 pupils aged from 13 to 18, with a 
comprehensive admissions policy. At the time of the pilot, the most recent Ofsted report 
(2013) described the school as ‘good’. Few students were statemented (6.1%), elegible for 
free school meals (6.4%) or did not have English as a first language (2.7%). Over half (59%) 
of the 2011-2012 cohort remained in the school’s sixth form (37% nationally). The school 
has an outward narrative of aspiration and achievement across arts and science, with an 
introduction on the website claiming that their exam results make them the “highest 
achieving school in the local area, by some distance”. I attended this school from 1989 to 
1995, very happily and with an average degree of academic success. 

After arranging access through emails and two meetings with staff, I spent two days in the 
school interviewing 12 young people from Year 10 (7 boys and 5 girls, all between 14-15 
years old), face to face, each for a period of up to 45 minutes. Students were selected by 
the school. My initial email had been directed to the careers officer, and this member of 
staff had chosen students taking business studies GCSE. These semi-structured interviews 
asked students to share their present ideas about the A-level choices all were due to make 
in a little over a year’s time, to reflect on how this decision had seemed at other times, and 
to discuss any other alternative ideas about their future they may have had. In half of 
these interviews, participants were asked to construct a timeline over the course of the 
interview, illustrating their understanding of the paths and choices that they may have 
ahead of them. 

The audio from these sessions was recorded and transcribed. Alongside the interviews, 
observations were made within the school, comprising notes, photographs made with 
permission, and examples of documents distributed within the school. This initial pilot 
stage was undertaken as a first exploratory venture into the field, and so the data 
generation and analysis were guided only by a deliberately broad set of research aims: to 
notice where ‘the future’ featured in the school and in young people’s talk about their 
decision-making, and to explore different approaches to thematic analysis. 
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The pilot study contributed to the design of the main study, particularly in considering 
sampling, method and analysis. Practically, it offered an opportunity to test my 
equipment and data management, and to try a number of different software packages. I 
was able as well to try different approaches to transcription, beginning with the standard 
Jefferson approach (2004; see also the review of transcription methods from Davidson, 
2009) and working out what needed to be marked in the text to support later analysis, 
balancing readability with detail. The school’s approach to providing me with students 
made me sure that I wanted students to volunteer for themselves, rather than be 
volunteered: all those I spoke to in the pilot said they found it useful and interesting, but I 
was not comfortable with their lack of choice. Had I been able to work with students 
taking GCSEs in the main fieldwork, I would have ensured they were not all from one 
discipline: the data from the pilot suggested that business studies students had a 
particular view on the future, but also gave me no way of evaluating this. Speaking to this 
group of young people brought home to me the need to be sensitive to the importance of 
their ideas of the future, to appreciate how personal they can be and how rarely they are 
shared, and underlined the necessity of treating their concerns, hopes and fears with 
respect. 

The timeline method I adopted imposed a particular temporal frame on our conversation 
and reinforced a lifecourse narrative that the literature suggested was only one way of 
thinking about the future. It illustrated the risk of simply confirming existing ideas of the 
future, rather than making space for new ones. This realisation prompted me to return to 
an earlier project and adapt the axes method described below in section 4.8.2.1, and to 
engage with the literature on speculative research, ultimately developing the speculative 
method described in section 4.8.2.2. The thematic analysis I undertook with data from the 
pilot showed me that futures are constructed in language at the level of the clause and 
sentence, encouraging me to develop my understanding of language as a generative 
mechanism (the subject of chapter 6). It further gave me a set of initial codes, described 
below in section 4.9 below, which structured my first analysis of the texts produced 
through later interviews. Perhaps most importantly from the point of view of the 
development of my theoretical perspective, the pilot illustrated the limitations of the 
dominant approach to discussing young people’s futures, as aspirations enabling a career, 
and demonstrated that there are many different forms in which the future can appear in 
young people’s speech. 

4.8   Methods used and reflections on research practice 

The methods I describe here aim to elicit traces of young people’s ideas of the future in 
their internal conversation, the focus of my research. In my initial theoretical model, I 
suggested that three modes of thought give rise to these ideas within the internal 
conversation: dispositional thinking, reflexive thinking, and speculative thinking. In the 
model, all three modes interact and coexist. But I am treating them as analytically 
distinct, and through my methods I am trying to reveal the different kinds of idea of the 
future that each might produce. In the second interview with each young person, I 
introduced two additional interventions, each a device intended to foreground first 
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reflexive and then speculative thinking. All three interventions required reflexivity from 
young people to unpack their inner speech into external speech, which was then available 
to me empirically to record and transcribe, producing a text for analysis. 

I met with students at various points over the summer term in 2019, between 1st May and 
17th July. Our meetings were dependent on students’ availability and on teachers’ 
willingness to let students leave lessons. Consequently, for some the second interview 
took place more than a month after the first, while for others there were only a couple of 
weeks separating them. In my analysis, I observed no difference in reflecting on the first 
interview that I could connect to the length of this gap. We spoke for as long as students 
wanted, or until the next lesson. There was one second interview planned that never took 
place: Jessica was absent unexpectedly and was not available again. Gideon only 
participated in one interview, but took part in all three exercises. He was registered as 
having special educational needs, and his teacher was not sure whether he would be more 
engaged than others, or much less. With this uncertainty in mind, I prepared all the 
exercises for our interview, which in the event he was able to participate in. I was not told 
what the nature of his special educational needs were. A technical issue with Erdal’s 
second interview meant that the axes exercise and the beginning of the sound exercise 
were unfortunately not recorded.

Table 2: dates and duration of interviews 

I used a semi-structured interview format in both meetings. In the second, this included a 
paper-based exercise exploring ideas around agency and certainty, and a sound-based 
exercise using a sampler containing pre-selected sounds, both described below. Our 

Interview 1 Length Interview 2 Length Days between

Nadia 01 May 38:21 22 May 39:28 22

Oluwatobi 08 May 20:37 22 May 33:24 15

Adriana 08 May 41:43 05 June 43:58 29

Brian 08 May 37:51 19 June 30:51 43

Erdal 08 May 21:22 03 July 27:33 57

Ilanah 15 May 13:13 12 July 30:35 59

Luan 15 May 27:34 03 July 39:06 50

Sinead 15 May 13:55 03 July 39:06 50

Emran 19 May 34:32 19 June 46:07 32

Halima 26 June 21:22 17 July 33:32 22

Laila 26 June 33:15 10 July 47:49 15

Adam 26 June 45:26 12 July 53:54 17

Jessica 05 July 45:26 absent - 1

Ahlaam 05 July 30:01 10 July 54:37 6

Gideon 17 July 1:10:01 - - 1
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conversations were recorded as audio, which I transcribed later. I took notes during the 
meetings, and kept field notes during the period I was working with the school, in which I 
reflected on the interviews and emerging themes. Interview schedules are included in the 
appendices. 

4.8.1   First interview 

The first interview was organised into eight areas, serving as starting-points for 
discussion: 

— an introduction, in which I asked for permission from the interviewee to record and 
reminded interviewees they were free to leave at any point;  

— their present context of decision-making, thinking about choices they’ve made and the 
networks that help them choose;  

— their expectations and imagined personal futures, asking them to imagine life when 
they’re thirty;  

— outcomes of their past choices and things they chose not to do;  

— reflecting on their expected personal futures, and considering wider futures;  

— surprise and unexpected outcomes;  

— alternative outcomes and imagining different futures; and  

— settings that prompt thoughts of the future 

I closed by asking whether they had any questions for me, and whether they would be 
happy to meet a second time. The young people I spoke with varied widely in their 
engagement with these questions and their capacity to respond (as the variation in 
interview duration, in table 2 above, suggests). Some appeared to be engaging with the 
questions but had little to say, or found the questions hard to understand. Others had 
plenty to say about their futures and present circumstances, and our discussion ranged 
beyond the topics set out here. As with any group, the level of rapport I was able to 
establish varied. This interview was intended to surface dispositional thinking about the 
future, making ‘ready-to-hand’ futures visible, and to offer opportunities for reflecting on 
these futures (beyond the reflection that was a necessary feature of the interview format). 

4.8.2   Second interview 

The schedule for the second interview set out three areas for discussion, before 
introducing the axes exercise and the sound exercise, and then closing with a reflection 
on the exercises. It began by asking interviewees to reflect on the previous interview and 
revisited their expectations of their lives and the world around them in the future. In the 
original schedule, I had planned to ask again about the alternative futures they imagined, 
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possible external challenges to their imagined futures, and surprises, thinking that a 
structured approach to reflecting on these topics would be productive. However, it 
quickly became apparent that, while making space to reflect in general terms on the 
previous interview and young people’s imagined futures produced rich conversation and 
discussion, which sometimes revisited themes from the previous interview such as 
surprise, actively re-introducing these topics was not productive and seemed to introduce 
some confusion. I tended, then, to move straight to introducing the axes exercise once the 
initial reflection seemed to come to a natural close. 

4.8.2.1 Axes exercise 

This exercise was originally developed as part of a seminar series, funded by the ESRC, 
titled ‘Education Futures’, which ran from 2009 to 2011 in the UK. I was one of the 
committee members, alongside Keri Facer, Mike Sharples, Carey Jewitt, Anna Craft, and 
Simon Maugher. In its original form, it was trialled with adults as a workshop exercise 
intended to surface participants’ tacit orientations to the future and support them to 
consider what it would mean to adopt alternative orientations. It was run as a physical 
exercise, in a space that required participants to physically move around. I used it in this 
way in the final group session at the end of term, described below. But in the interviews, I 
used it more as a prompt for a conversation, offering a jumping-off point for exploring 
and reflecting on the different ways young people might look at the future. The principal 
aim was to support young people to reflect out loud on their general orientation to the 
future, by introducing possible alternatives. The specific structure of our conversation 
was of less interest. 

The exercise is centred around a pair of axes (seen in the diagram below, Fig. 2) labelled 
‘control’ and ‘future’. These were printed on one side of a sheet of A4 and presented to the 
interviewee, who I asked to consider the ‘future’ line and think about whether they 
generally feel it is more fixed or more uncertain, and indicate a point on the line that 
represents this assessment. The same request was made with respect to the ‘control’ line, 
this time thinking about whether they feel the future is in their hands or in the control of 
someone else. 
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Figure 4: Axes describing agency and certainty with respect to the future 

This in itself led to some useful and illuminating discussions, whether people felt strongly 
one way or the other, or marked a central point. Once discussion on this seemed to have 
run its course, I would turn the sheet over to show, on the other side, the diagram below 
(Fig. 5), in which the orientations to the future implicit in the spaces between these axes 
have been elaborated. 
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Figure 5: Four possible orientations to the future. 

‘Route Map’ occupies the space marked by certainty and personal agency, indicating a 
view of the future as a fixed destination that individuals can reach by their own efforts: 
“the future is certain and so is your path”. ‘Building Site’ retains this personal agency but 
represents the future as open, rather than fixed: “the future is whatever you make of it”. 
‘Into the Mist’ describes an open future, but one lacking personal agency and unknown to 
the individual: “the future is uncertain. Who knows where you’ll end up?”. ‘Carried Away’ 
describes a future that is fixed by some agency outside the individual: “the future is 
certain - but it’s not in your control”. The choices made by the interviewee locate them in 
a particular sector, which was the starting point for a series of questions about the 
orientation to the future: 

— Do you think this reflects how you tend to see the future?  

— Why do you think you feel that way?  

— What’s good about that kind of future?  

— What’s not so good about it? 
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Depending on which sector we began with, two of the following questions would then be 
addressed, as a way of beginning to imagine adopting alternative approaches to thinking 
about the future: 

— (if in a sector with a sense of control) What limits your action?  

—(if in a sector with a sense of certainty about the future) What could change the future?  

—(if in a sector without a sense of control) Where could you begin to act with confidence?  

—(if in a sector without a sense of certainty) Can you see anything that carries on into the 
future? 

Following a discussion on these questions, the interviewee would be invited to imagine 
themselves adopting an orientation from another sector, and asked to consider: 

— What would have to change for you to see the future this way?  

— Who would have to help?  

— When would it be useful to look at the future in that way? 

In closing this exercise, we would discuss two reflexive questions 

— Had you thought about how you think about the future before?  

— What about all the things that could happen that we can’t imagine? 

Of course, in the interviews themselves this sequence was not always followed. Some of 
the young people I spoke to were keen to read through all the sectors and pick their 
favourite before embarking on a discussion. Others were diverted by questions of control 
or certainty. The questions, adapted from an exercise with adults, still sometimes required 
some brief discussion or explanation before the interviewee felt able to respond. As long 
as the exercise led to young people producing reflexive talk about their ideas of the future, 
these alternative directions seemed just as valuable. 

4.8.2.2 — Sound exercise 

This exercise was developed in an attempt to present interviewees with a circumstance 
that was not immediately accessible to dispositional or reflexive thinking, in order to 
create the kind of gap that my initial theoretical framework suggested calls for speculative 
thought. It involved my presenting young people with the opportunity to combine 
various unlabelled sounds, and asking them to describe a scene that might produce this 
soundscape — originally, I asked to imagine a future in which these sounds made sense, 
but after one or two sessions it was clear that the focus of the exercise was on imagining 
any kind of narrative, without needing to locate it in time. In requesting this, I was 
inviting them to think abductively, to consider what Parisi (2012, p. 236) calls the 
“immanent relation between the thing and its unknown potentials” and speculate about a 
possible explanation. A simple abductive move might be something like, “Why is the grass 
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wet? Perhaps because it rained”—in this exercise I am asking participants, “why are these 
sounds here?”, anticipating a similar response of “perhaps because…”. 

The opportunity to employ this mode of thinking arises because I have artificially created 
it: this, perhaps more than the regular interview process, is a constructed interaction in 
which I play a large role, trying to help young people understand what is being asked of 
them, and giving them permission to give whatever response is brought forth from the 
setting. My hope was that it would work as an invitation to young people to briefly step 
outside habitus and reason, and make use of the gap created by my artificially withholding 
the context needed for making meaning. If this arrangement succeeded in producing any 
speculative thinking — if any young people accepted my invitation and tried to recognise 
some possible ways in which meaning could be found in the combination of unknown 
sounds they experienced—then it is not of a general kind, but specific to the 
circumstances in which they encountered them: sitting with me in an office in their 
school, using borrowed headphones and pressing blank pads on a sampler. 

Figure 6: sampler and voice recorder setup (see appendices for technical description) 

The voice recorder captured both our spoken voices and the output from the sampler, 
allowing me to connect the combination of sounds with the relevant speech when 
transcribing. Headphones were necessary to avoid disturbing other members of the 
school community. I selected the sounds to offer a range of tones, timings, affects and 
textures, trying to provide a varied palette and a balance between familiar and unfamiliar 
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sounds. 

The exercise consisted of five stages: 

Introduction  

I began by introducing the exercise with the following prompt (not always read verbatim): 

“Thinking about different ways the future might turn out is hard. We’re going to use 
random sounds to help expand our ideas and think of alternative futures. This sampler 
has sounds on it, which we can hear through the recorder and these headphones. We’re 
going to explore the sounds and what they make us think of, and then see if they can 
paint a picture.  

In the future, some things will be new, some things will still be familiar, and some things 
will have changed — they’ll be kind of the same, but different. So some of these sounds 
you might recognise. Others might feel familiar but a bit strange. And some might just be 
totally new and mysterious.  

When you hear a sound that’s new, don’t block it out. Give it a moment and see what it 
makes you think of or feel. Is it a machine? A creature? Part of the landscape? 

We’re going to think about combinations of sounds together, because in real life things 
don’t happen on their own. So you might hear a combination of familiar sounds that you 
wouldn’t normally expect to hear together. Or familiar sounds with strange sounds.  

Our job is to try and imagine what sort of things must be happening to make those 
sounds. Are they linked?” 

It is clear from this text that my intention was to scaffold their entry to the task by 
intentionally framing it in a particular way, prompting them to think about connections 
between elements and to imagine the world as a product of combined forces. I had 
already observed, in the pilot, that the young people I had spoken to tended to think 
about single causes, rather than combinations of causes, and was interested in exploring 
how far a similar attitude might be present in this group of young people. I discuss the 
extent to which this might be the case in the next chapter. More generally, I believe this 
scaffolding is consistent with the overarching methodological approach of intervention 
over observation. As I discuss in chapter 7, young people generally did not reach for this 
kind of explanation, even with this prompt. 

Familiarisation  

I invited young people, if they hadn’t already, to press the pads and explore the sounds. 
Some pressed every button immediately, while others were more systematic, and some 
were more hesitant to explore without an invitation. All the young people, without 
prompting, tried to name the sounds, identifying those that were confusing or unfamiliar 

Associations  
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Once the sounds had been explored and named, I asked interviewees to play 
combinations of sounds and response to them, perhaps by commenting on how they 
seemed to fit, or by saying which they preferred. 

Narration  

This was the core of the exercise, as I had originally imagined it. I asked interviewees to 
tell me a story or describe a scene that was brought to mind by particular combinations of 
sounds. I had thought, as the introductory prompt illustrates, that this would be a way for 
young people to describe imagined mechanisms whose combined action would produce 
sounds like those we were listening to. In some cases this was how interviewees 
approached it. But it seemed just as frequent that they would focus on other aspects of 
what they heard.  

I describe the responses of young people in chapter 7, and discuss the extent to which the 
thinking brought out through the exercise was speculative. I mention it here because it 
illustrates how the method I planned was not precisely the method as it was employed in 
the interviews — this was intended as an experiment, and, just as was the case with the 
axes exercise, provided the main goal of producing speech concerned with a particular 
mode of thinking about the future was achieved, it was less important that my expected 
plan was not followed exactly by young people. 

Reflection  

Following the exercise, I encouraged interviewees to reflect on the style of thinking they 
made use of in creating these imagined scenes and connections, and to think of any 
moments in their everyday life where they might encounter similar styles of thinking. 
After my first interviewee connected this kind of speculative thinking to daydreaming, I 
asked subsequent interviewees about any resemblance they might feel existed between 
the kind of thought brought out in this exercise and the thinking they associated with 
daydreaming and other forms of unreflexive thinking. 

4.7.3   Setting 

The majority of interviews were carried out in the school’s boardroom, a dedicated 
meeting room located within the administration office. I placed interviewees nearest the 
glass door and sat around the table corner, wanting to create a setting where young 
people felt able to leave as I had said they could. This setting was sufficiently private to 
enable us to speak freely while keeping us sufficiently visible to satisfy school safeguarding 
requirements, since staff were regularly by the door, using the filing cabinets. 
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Figure 7: school boardroom, immediately after an interview. 

Other interviews were carried out in the school library, usually in a corner with a desk 
and chairs described as the ‘careers library’. In this setting I would remind young people 
that they might be overheard, which may have limited what they chose to share with me, 

77



or prevented me asking them to elaborate on aspects of their lives and dreams I felt they 
would regret inadvertently sharing with unknown listeners. This location, which I didn’t 
have an opportunity to photograph in its entirety, contained documents and posters 
reinforcing a particular way of approaching the future, framing it in terms of careers and 
pathways. 

Figure 8: careers literature for students . ‘Future wise’ and ‘engineering your future’. 
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Figure 9: career pathways and benchmarks. 

Amongst the careers literature was a school newsletter with an article on a recent talk 
describing the work and aims of the Extinction Rebellion group. This was a glimpse of 
another future at work within the school setting. My research is concerned with the ideas 
of the future active in young people’s internal conversation, not with the discourses of the 
future present in the school. But it is important to recognise that the interviews in which 
I attempted to surface young people’s ideas of the future took place in a setting in which 
particular futures were already inscribed. 

Section III 

4.9   Analysis 

All the work of the methods above is in order to produce texts, transcriptions of the 
reflexive speech the methods generate. These have been analysed together for each 
participant in a two-stage process. First, identifying patterns of language that are 
concerned with time, possibility and the future. This is a technical analysis, looking for 
the lexicogrammatical structures that make these patterns possible, at the level of clause 
and text. Second, understanding the work that these moments of futurity are doing in the 
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text. This is a more interpretative process, recognising the different ways in which ideas of 
the future are produced through these patterns. 

Stage 1 

The systems people use to make meaning and to produce speech are not fixed and 
universal. I spoke to people who used idiomatic speech, to whom the same arrangement 
of words might mean different things. Spoken language is more than the 
lexicogrammatical frame or grid described by linguists. In part due to the generative 
tendencies I am interested in, it overflows any formal characterisation. Still, the variation 
among people using English is greater than the variation within the English language 
system, and there will be structural consistencies across their use of it, given the 
fundamental place of temporality and futurity in making meaning and the limited 
timescale in which the research takes place (Fleischman, 1982, p. 22, points out that the 
future as a distinct ontological or grammatical category develops at a different pace and 
with less fixity than forms concerned with marking past or present). What the texts 
present for analysis, then, are specific, particular, and the product of unreproducible 
relations and events, but they are the result of the action of enduring real and actual 
generative mechanisms, and this first stage of analysis focuses on these. The mechanisms 
themselves are visible in general form within language: what is hidden is the particular 
contingent action of these mechanisms within the internal conversation. 

In noticing the work of these language mechanisms within the texts of the interviews 
with young people, I draw on ways of thinking about language from discourse studies and 
pragmatic linguistics, two approaches that both consider language as embedded in social 
life. Researchers studying discourse are interested in this aspect of language as something 
that sustains and is produced through social practices, historically situated in particular 
social and cultural contexts that give rise to particular uses (Wodak & Meyer, 2009). 
Norman Fairclough’s work (e.g., Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999b; Fairclough, 2003, 2009; 
Titscher, Meyer, Wodak, & Vetter, 2000) has paid particular attention to the dialectical 
relationship between semiosis and social practice, rather than focussing on semiosis 
alone. Fairclough suggests this makes his theoretical approach particularly amenable to 
working with other elements of social theory (Fairclough, 2009, p. 183), as illustrated in 
his and Lilie Chouliaraki’s critical realist understanding of language as a generative 
mechanism (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999b, p. 19). Pragmatic linguistics is likewise 
concerned with the production of speech by social actors in relation with each others, 
understanding the meaning of an utterance to depend on the context in which took place 
and the ways in which that context is understood by speaker and listener (Horn & Ward, 
2006). I am drawing on it here principally for the descriptions of deictic forms of speech, 
using the work of pragmatics researchers as a practical resource alongside principles 
drawn from discourse studies. This is consistent with the interdisciplinary approach 
advocated by researchers such as van Dijk (2011). 

The object of my analysis is the text produced through the discursive interaction of the 
interviews. Findings from the pilot study suggested that tracing the discourses at work 
within the interview texts risked restricting my analysis to familiar futures discourses 
centred on ideas of ‘aspiration’ and ‘career’. My theoretical framework, and these findings 
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from the pilot study, suggested that futurity is produced within discourse through other, 
more granular ways than simply ‘talk about the future’. The foundational relationship 
between the future and grammar offers the possibility of showing the different ways that 
the future is produced from the ‘ground up’, rather than beginning an analysis at the level 
of the clause. This study was an opportunity to explore how far this might allow for a 
more nuanced account of the production of ‘the future’ than beginning with a discussion 
of ‘future imaginaries’ or ‘aspirations’ might make possible. So, while I am working with 
an understanding from discourse studies of how language relates to social life, I began the 
analysis of interview texts by identifying the linguistic features and structures that 
produce stances towards the future. 

My analysis started with the understanding that time and futurity are fundamental 
aspects of language, produced through lexicogrammatical structures that work below the 
level of the clause, and so in looking for ideas of the future I began by looking for these 
fragments. I used the MaxQDA qualitative analysis software for producing transcripts and 
analysing the text. I searched for: 

• markers of tensed speech indicating the future, such as ‘will be’ and ‘going to’, and 
modal verbs such as ‘could’, ‘should’ and ‘might’. 

• words referring to specific times, such as ‘until’, ‘after’, ‘before’, ‘eventually’, and 
‘when’ 

• words indicating beliefs about the future, such as ‘plan’, ‘expect’, and ‘hope’ 

• uses of ‘the future’, ‘decision’, and ‘choice’ 

• words indicating possibility and uncertainty, such as ‘if ’, ‘probably’, ‘options’ and 
‘maybe’ 

This initial, automated scan created a set of landmarks within the text that pointed to 
moments where the future might be apparent. These landmarks helped orient me during 
a series of close readings of the text, providing points from which to read out to the level 
of the clause and phrase. Reading iteratively in this way allowed me to notice moments 
pointing at the future that had not come into the scope of my automated search, and to 
begin to take into account the immediate context of these structures. This context was a 
necessary part of the meaning-making that allowed me to recognise when (for example) 
the present continuous tense referred to a future time, and when the future was indexed 
deictically. 

Stage 2 

In the second stage of analysis, I shifted my attention from the lexicogrammatical 
structures producing the future within individual texts towards the narrative patterns 
produced through the combined action of these structures, looking within individual 
texts and then across multiple texts. This was a more interpretive approach to discourse 
analysis, moving from what could be described in the text using lexical and grammatical 
categories towards my interpretation of the work done by what was described. Such a 
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approach, combining formal description with interpretative analysis, has long been 
argued for in discourse studies (Wetherell, 1998). 

In interpreting the texts I was trying to recognise ideas of the future in action. My 
theoretical framework has described how these ideas might feature in the internal 
conversation but not what they might be. To recognise the ideas I am looking for, then, I 
developed from the pilot study an initial set of concepts to sensitise me to the occurrence 
of these ideas. These concepts were not treated as ‘codes’ in the sense traditionally 
implied within thematic analysis (Seale, 2012; Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Braun & Clarke, 
2006), nor derived through any inductive process of ‘constant comparison’ described 
within ‘grounded’ approaches to building theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) Instead, they 
were put to work in an abductive process (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014), in which I 
moved from data to prototypical theory and back again, refining the theory in the light of 
newly-remarked features of the data. 

Below I list the concepts that structured my initial interpretation of the texts: 

Future in the abstract 

This aspect of the text is concerned with talk about ‘the future’, named and represented as 
distinct from present experience, either related to the subject or with reference to futures 
described in wider media. These are ‘future imaginaries’ (Beckert, 2014; Castoriadis, 1987; 
Taylor, 2002) or the ‘litany futures’ Inayatullah describes (Inayatullah, 1998; 2007, p. 55) 

Choice and possibility 

Accounts of options, choices, decisions and dilemmas, either encountered previously, 
deferred or anticipated: here are the gaps and Bourdiean ‘crises’. This in which trajectories 
and paths are represented, as branching or linear, singular or plural, whole or broken, 
alongside the conditionality and contingency of choices. This group of ideas links to 
Appadurai’s (2004) notion of the “capacity to aspire”, as well as Ball and Vincent’s (1998) 
“choosers”. 

Subjectivity 

This aspect considers the different ways subjects are constructed by the futures described 
within the text, and the different futures that are produced through these different 
subjectivities. Noticing the relationships between the subject and the future that are 
apparent will encompass consideration of the ways their agency is evident and the 
manner in which they are able to reflect on these relationships. 

Orientations towards the future 

Within the text I imagined that different dispositions and orientations towards the future 
might be discernible in the way uncertainty and decisions are represented: interviewees 
may draw on common tropes such as ‘take it as it comes’ or ‘meant to be’, or use rhetorical 
devices such as irony to frame their accounts of possible future events. 
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Affect and values 

Noticing the affective and normative aspects of the future that appear within the text. 
Desired and hoped-for futures, futures that are feared or unwelcome, futures that ought 
to be pursued or futures that ought not to be but which are still appealing: there are many 
ways in which consideration of the future and choices might have an emotional and 
ethical dimension. This builds on the observations of Holmes (2010) on emotion and the 
place Archer (2003) gives emotion as the fount of subjects’ concerns. 

Prefigurative practices 

Some near-term choices can be represented as opportunities to try a particular path or 
option ahead of committing over a longer period: this notion of speculatively ‘rehearsing’ 
future choices might appear as prudent preparation, or as a way of avoiding a ‘real’ choice. 
Paying attention to these kinds of practices offers the opportunity to connect with wider 
thinking on the school as a venue for prefiguring possible futures (e.g., Fielding & Moss, 
2011; Facer, 2011) and on the use of utopia as a method for surfacing alternative ways of 
being (e.g., Levitas, 2013). 

Conflict and tension 

Some choices are made against the advice or preferences of other actors: some possible 
futures are disputed. In the texts there will be signs that possible future directions are 
contested, or that there is a tension between present activity and a desired future, or that 
a particular aspiration has led to a degree of conflict between peers or family members. 
Making use of this aspect to notice where these differences emerge will remind me that 
futures do not necessarily proliferate and multiply, and that choosing one means rejecting 
others. 

Resources 

The production of discourse depends on resources from wider social practice, responding 
to and incorporating other discursive practices through mechanisms of 
recontextualisation and intertextuality (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999b; Fairclough, 
2003). In some cases, the wider discursive resources that subjects draw upon in producing 
their talk about the future will be visible within the text. 

4.10  Conclusion 

In this project, I seek to better understand the place of young people’s ideas of the future 
in their internal conversations. In this chapter, I set out the ways in which I produced 
empirical data in which traces of the action of these ideas might be found. I described 
what I understand empirical knowledge to be, on a critical realist account, and why I 
sought empirical traces of young people’s ideas of the future in their speech. I made the 
case for producing this speech intentionally through interview-based methods, and 
located the approach I adopted in the context of other social research exploring ideas of 
the future in individuals and wider society. I have established that my unit of analysis is 
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the individual, rather than a group or a school, and that the object of my analysis is the 
text produced through the interviews I undertook with young people. I set out the 
principles informing my ethical approach to this work, described the process of 
establishing a sample, and outlined the methods and analysis I undertook. 

I carried out, in my analysis, a series of abductive movements between theory and data. 
This chapter illustrates how the development of this research methodology has been a 
series of similar movements: between findings from the pilot and the development of an 
analytic frame, between methods and young people’s responses, and between plans and 
reality. The work described here cumulatively represents the central movement of the 
project, from my initial theoretical conception of young people’s ideas of the future to my 
final elaborated theoretical position. The following three chapters describe the findings 
produced through this movement. 
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5   Stance: young people moving between future 
contexts 

In this chapter, I introduce the young people I spoke with, share something of the 
conversations we had with each other, and present some of the ideas of the future that 
were apparent in their speech. In sharing the data I present here, I am addressing two of 
my research objectives: tracing empirically the ideas of the future that may be in young 
people’s internal conversations, and exploring how young people might move between 
different temporal contexts within the internal conversation. I identify moments in which 
they seemed to move between different temporal contexts in our conversation, and 
develop the notion of ‘stance’ as way of describing this movement. 

The chapter is organised in three sections. In the first section, I describe some of the ways 
in which this kind of movement between contexts in our conversations seemed evident, 
and identify particular stances that seem to be evident in individuals. In the second 
section, I discuss how the notion of stance offers me a way of representing the agility with 
which young people appear to move between ways of relating to the future. I suggest that 
thinking about these young people’s stances towards the future might offer some ways of 
understanding their talk about the future that the notions of ‘orientations’ or 
‘perspectives’ from the literatures described in chapter 2 do not. I discuss some common 
aspects of the stances displayed by young people, noting the interaction between 
individual stances towards the future and wider future imaginaries or ‘litany futures’. 
Finally, I describe some of the implicit ontological perspectives that appeared to underpin 
some young people’s stances towards the future, and comment on how these differ to the 
ontological assumptions underpinning the ‘magnetic futures’, ‘folk utilitarianism’, and 
‘policy pragmatism’ tendencies within the literature. 

5.1   Talking about the future with young people 

The interviews demonstrate that, for the majority of the young people I spoke with, the 
future matters, as a source of hope and concern. They suggest also that, despite this, most 
of these young people have few opportunities to discuss the future, with peers or adults. 
Intuitively, then, it seems to follow that offering them just such an opportunity, and 
helping them to reflect on the ideas they have about the future, must be of some benefit. 
Talking about the future was seen as a good thing to do by young people (in Gideon’s 
words, “if you don’t think about it, it could cause a lot of problems”) and, for those who 
discussed these conversations with their family, their parents (Oluwatobi: “they were like, 
it’s nice for someone to talk about the future and how you’re going to progress in life and 
stuff”). The majority of young people expressing an opinion about participating in the 
interviews described it as a useful and positive experience. 

But perhaps this commitment to valuing thinking about the future is not deeply-held: 
these positive comments came at the end of the final interview, when the exit seemed 
near, and were made directly to me. They might say more about the willingness of 
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interviewees to be polite (and highlight a weakness in my research design). And looking 
ahead is associated with wisdom and prudence, and so endorsing the idea of talking about 
the future might just be part of representing yourself as a good person. Although some 
were happy to say that they didn’t see any particular value in thinking about the future 
with me, such as Luan, at the end of the first interview, declining a second (though he 
later approached me again, having changed his mind): 

L: Um, it’s just that, I don’t know what’s going to happen in the future, sometimes I’m I’m 
I’m lost when I, think about the future. But, yeah 

R: So you’d rather not talk about it? 

L: No, not yet, not yet (L 222-224)

Some young people responded in ways that were clearly engaged. Oluwatobi’s positivity 
was in keeping with the rest of his interviews: “It makes me feel better about the future, 
cause, I’ve shared with you what I wanna do, when I grow up, and I’m certain that I’m 
gonna do it.” Other responses were more balanced and less enthusiastic. 

R: what’s your kind of, takeaway from speaking with me? 

B: It’s definitely made me think deeper about most things and, it’s definitely put more 
thoughts into my head, as, this has made me think more in depth about how I should be, 
how I am thinking about things, because I don’t usually notice, um, the, a way I’m 
thinking about things but once you go into depth, it becomes more clearer 

R: Do you think there are times when that’s helpful or times when it’s not helpful to 
think like that? 

B: I think it’s, there’s times where if you don’t think about it it’s a lot better, but um, I 
think, after doing that thing, if you think more in depth then it’ll, it will benefit for you. 
(Brian_2_2019-06-19, Pos. 146-149) 

— 

A: I think it’s interesting maybe, you talk about some of the things I wouldn’t normally 
talk about, which probably enriches the way I think about everything in general [R: ok] so 
not maybe by a lot [R: yeah] but um, some ways, I’ll definitely look back at this 
conversation in-in the future, when I think, when I make these decisions 
(Adam_2_2019-07-12, Pos. 511) 

The future is something that schools and parents ask young people to think about, and 
something that exerts its own fascination for them. Young people will need to be able to 
understand how they think about the future, and how this relates to their decisions, not 
just as part of understanding their whole selves as they grow, but also because the ready-
to-hand futures they inherit will be increasingly closed to them as resources become 
scarce and the character of the planet changes: they will need to be reflexive about the 
choices they make (in the way described by Archer, 2012) and mindful of the ways in 
which their ideas of the future shape these choices. So there is a need for educators and 
carers to make the mechanisms I describe here visible in some way to young people. But 
the responses of these young people are a reminder that thinking about the future can be 
unsettling, or uninteresting, and that helping young people to encounter the future is a 
pedagogic task that needs to be undertaken with care. 
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5.2   Context and stance 

In our talk about the future, young people shared many kinds of ideas of the future. Some 
were personal hopes or worries. Others were career aspirations, or visions of a good life. 
Some were reproductions of wider future imaginaries, the “litany futures” that 
Inayatullah describes (Inayatullah, 1998; 2007, p. 55), images or narratives of the future 
that are common across a society. In this chapter and the two that follow, these and other 
ideas of the future from young people’s talk will be evident. They follow, in many ways, 
the ideas of the future described in the research discussed in chapter 2. The focus of this 
project is on understanding their place within young people’s internal conversations, and 
so their ideas of the future are shared in the service of building this understanding, not 
simply to catalogue them. In this chapter, young people’s ideas of the future are 
considered in light of the contexts in which they are produced. 

By ‘context’, I mean the immediate setting in which talk of the future is located, the real 
or imagined situation which demanded some idea of the future. This might be the 
current context of being asked to choose subjects for GCSE examinations, or a past 
circumstance in which events might have unfolded differently, or an imagined setting in 
which another choice might have to be made, or a setting that causes someone to think of 
some aspect of the future for some other reason. These contexts are placed in time 
relative to the time of speaking, and have a duration (that is, they might be ongoing 
circumstances, or short-lived events). Contexts are relational, in that individuals are 
situated in a particular set of social relations, with attendant concerns and obligations 
and possibilities for action. These qualities are captured in Emirbayer and Mische’s 
phrase, “temporal-relational context” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 969), though for ease 
of reading I am using the phrase ‘temporal context’ to refer to this kind of situated 
context. The contexts apparent in the speech of young people are representations of the 
real or imagined contexts, not the contexts themselves: I analysed the language they used 
to talk to me about different settings, rather than observing them acting in their lived 
lives. My interest was in the way young people might move between them within their 
internal conversations, which (as I set out in chapter 3) I imagine as analogous to external 
speech. The mechanisms that enabled their movement between different contexts are 
discussed in chapter 6. 

In chapter 3, I drew on a number of different ways of thinking about the internal 
orientation of the thinking subject to the context informing their action Carabelli & Lyon 
(2016). I suggested that it would be important to recognise that an orientation towards a 
particular setting includes, as Bourdieu points out (e.g Bourdieu, 1990, p. 53), an 
anticipated outcome of the interaction between agent and setting. I reserved the word 
‘stance’, with its echo of ‘hexis’ (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 69) to describe this general relationship 
between individual young people and the contexts in which they imagine the future. A 
stance towards a particular context might also imply a stance towards some anticipated 
outcome or imagined future. The ideas of the future in young people’s talk, then, might 
reflect the context in which they were produced. In the accounts of individual interviews I 
give below, I explore how different stances towards the future were visible within them. 
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5.3   Individual stances 

In this section, I summarise some of the biographical details of the young people I spoke 
with, and discuss the different stances that became evident through the interpretive 
analysis described in chapter 4. The semi-structured nature of our interviews allowed 
each conversation to reflect the interests and engagement of each individual interviewee, 
and so the texts produced through each interview are heterogeneous. All of them covered 
the points I had prepared on the interview schedule. Some interviews lasted over an hour 
and covered a wide range of topics. Others lasted twenty minutes and featured less 
expansive conversation. 

This natural variation reflects, among other factors, the nature of the interviewee (some 
people are more talkative than others, and find speaking to adults easier), the depth of any 
rapport between us, and the time they happened to have spent giving the topics of the 
interview their consideration before meeting me. The heterogenous nature of these 
interviews means that the stances I describe here, and young people’s movement between 
them, were more visible in some than in others, and this is reflected in the descriptions of 
their talk I share in this section. I first treat the stances seen in four particular young 
people’s talk in some detail, since their talk contained what I saw as the clearest examples 
of stance and the movement between them. Having illustrated the kinds of connections 
between stances and context, and the movements between them, I go on to describe 
stances from other interviews that provided fewer examples. I discuss what this variation 
in visibility might mean for the concept at the end of this section. 

5.3.1   Adam (13) 

Adam fences, well enough to compete at a high level, and to talk about competing in the 
Olympics. He trains after school each day for two or three hours. His father, who used to 
fence in the USSR (he is “Soviet”), introduced him to the sport. He trains at the club 
owned by his mother. In conversation his responses were quick, precise and nuanced, 
polite but sometimes probing. His parents met in the US, at university, after his father 
had done military service in Israel: his mother was sixteen and had travelled from the 
Philippines. Adam’s grandparents on her side are Chinese, and speak Mandarin and 
Hokkein. Adam was born in New York, and came to London when he was two. His Jewish 
identity is important to him, as is his family, with relatives in “Eastern Europe” and Israel. 
His father is an economist with a large bank, and is currently based in Ireland during the 
week, a situation that will last until “a year after Brexit” (when we spoke, this had been 
delayed by six months) and to which Adam is now reconciled, though he is close to his 
father and was initially upset at not seeing him. 

This was a “really big choice” and one discussed by the whole family (including his 
younger sister). Spending part of the week in Ireland was a compromise (“they wanted us 
to move to Ireland too, but we said no, because we’re happy here”) and the result of 
considering a number of different factors: how much daily contact they would miss, or 
how much more time Adam and his sister would spend by themselves. In our 
conversation, hearing Adam’s description of the process, it sounded sensible and 
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reasonable. 

A: Well at first I was very very, upset cause [R: sure] I’m very close with my dad 

R: Yeah 

A: But um (1.3) I think I decided fine, it’s ok and, erm, eventually I got used to it [R: mm] 
which is both a good thing and a bad thing, it’s good thing because, I won’t be as upset, 
but I don’t want to be used to not having my dad around (Adam_1_2019-06-26, Pos. 
206-208) 

‘Sensible and reasonable’ seemed, to me, to characterise a stance towards the world that 
was easily adopted by Adam: rational, not over-excited, avoiding extremes, being 
constructive and realistic, focused on solutions. Eradicating war, poverty and global 
warming is not possible, but they might all be “lessened”: in a perfect world, “realistically”, 
there might be “fifty to seventy-five percent” fewer homeless people. In a more realistic 
future, poverty might be reduced by “thirty to forty percent”. Technology is a growing 
force and will provide solutions to climate change; people will live longer due to better 
healthcare; small actions will cumulatively make the world better. The importance of not 
being negative came up in our discussion of global warming (“it is concerning”): 

A: So sometimes they’d say oh, this is what would happen if we um, like, the earth would 
be gone by 2055, and I think it’s not such a good thing to focus necessarily on the 
negatives but, say, if we: did this, this would happen and they’d note down a good thing, 
so, maybe, um, I think it can be a little bit disheartening sometimes when they’re saying 
um, oh, global warming can really change our world it could kill everyone, instead of 
saying, well if you solve the issue of global warming or, climate change, you could have a 
happier healthier life, so I think they should teach a little bit differently 

R: Ah that’s interesting. And do you think it can be solved? 

A: Yeah, of course. If there’s effort, and dedication [R: mmhm] but at the same time, when 
you’re educating people, you have to say it in a way that people will, take interest in what, 
um in what, in what you’re trying to do. (Adam_2_2019-07-12, Pos. 64-66) 

Climate change, pollution, and biodiversity loss are discussed regularly in the school’s 
‘Connect and Reflect’ class, which offers students clear actions they can take as 
individuals, like avoiding single-use plastic or using public transport rather than private 
cars (Adam’s father’s employer, a bank that funds fossil fuel companies and rainforest 
clearance, is highlighted for charging more in the canteen for single-use plastic cups). 
These are an important source of hope in the face of a situation nearly impossible to 
grasp: 

R: And so in your climate change lessons (1.8) if: someone said, that we can solve this [A: 
mmhm] but it’s actually too late, do you think they should still go ahead and say we can 
solve this? 

A: Yeah. Because, if you implant hope and um, desire to change, [R: mmhm] into the 
younger people’s minds, they will do something, it can be something as small as recycling 
from now on, but if you recycle from now until the end of your life it will make an 
impact, so, I think if you do say something, it will help (Adam_2_2019-07-12, Pos. 83-84) 

— 
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A:..I wouldn’t feel devastated (1.1) as much, if um I helped-I did my very very best, but we 
still failed? 

R: ok A: Obviously it would be upsetting, but it wouldn’t be as bad as if, knowing I never 
helped and if I helped, it could have solved the issue (Adam_2_2019-07-12, Pos. 92-94) 

So being ‘sensible’ might be a way of managing fear and uncertainty. Looking for positive 
outcomes is a conscious choice: 

A: How I think about the future. Erm I gen-I’d like to think that I think of it positively 

R: Mmhm 

A: And I do, I don’t, think of anything really negatively, because I don’t want to think of 
anything negatively, but not in general no (Adam_2_2019-07-12, Pos. 222-224) 

These opinions are offered about the “general future”, which Adam distinguishes from his 
“personal future”: they are abstract ideas about a remote time, offered in response to my 
asking for them, and derived at least in part from the material shared by his teachers. 
When it comes to his personal future, Adam employs a different stance, emphasising 
uncertainty and a lack of knowledge: 

A: I think I might be married by thirty but not necessarily have children 

R: Ok 

A: But, I mean I’ve got no clue h h (Adam_1_2019-06-26, Pos. 232-234) 

— 

Um: what else? I’m, uncertain-I honestly don’t know what I want to be when I grow up. 
There are some areas I like, but I’m unsure how exactly to pursue them. Like, I don’t 
know exactly know how, to become a banker, yet, obviously, but erm, it’s-it’s all like-it’ll 
come in the future I’m sure (Adam_1_2019-06-26, Pos. 291-293) 

— 

I have goals, but at the same time those goals are in the near future, so from the age of 
maybe twenty-five I really don’t know what I want to do. (Adam_2_2019-07-12, Pos. 172) 

The rational mode of approaching the future seems to be something Adam can use to 
generate ideas of the general future, and in this respect can be imagined to be one way 
through which the habitus can operate, a ready-to-hand stance providing a source of 
sensible ideas about the uncertain future. In contrast, the uncertain mode recognises a 
horizon beyond which things are unknown and leaves it untroubled for the moment, 
trusting that the necessary knowledge will arrive at a future point. There is room for the 
unknown and unknowable: this is most clear, perhaps, when daydreaming, in which the 
reflexive internal conversation temporarily shuts down: 

A: But yeah it’s definitely not conscious but, I think when it does happen, you’re kind of 
just zoned out 

R: [And then do you] 

A: Which I think is a good thing sometimes [R: right] I think if, you’re, there are those 
times when you need to remember something and it really bothers you that you can’t 
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remember, oh where did I leave my slipper or something as stupid as that [R: mmhm, 
mmhm] but when you’re having those moments when you’re just like, out of this world, 
you might be like hang on, I left it behind the sofa or something like that 

R: And then do you catch yourself thinking like that? [Like were you not aware and then 
you become aware?] 

A: Um, I liter-if I do, I’ll stop it right away, subconsciously 

R: Right 

A: So if I go oh hang on what? [R: yeah] I’ll just go out of the zone without wanting to 
(Adam_2_2019-07-12, Pos. 412-425) 

Intention, in the form of goals and plans, pushes this hazy frontier back, adding structure 
to the future through sequences and options that play out over the near term (a weekly 
routine, with time set aside for training or learning Hebrew or seeing family) or longer 
term (qualifying for the Olympics, or university). This is another stance towards the 
future, understanding it in terms of a career or trajectory, with points that are 
comparatively fixed (like university, for which a fund has been established by his parents 
— ”it’s like a Chinese thing, if you don’t go to university you’re like a shame, oh no”) or 
contingent on other circumstances (like success in competitive fencing). Some goals 
require giving up others: learning Hebrew meant less time with his family, and fencing 
means less time playing piano. Others, more fundamental, are outside these timelines: 
“I’d like to have a stable job, and, I’d like and one of the most important things to me 
would have a stable relationship with my family like, always, call them”. This stance is 
evident in discussing GCSE choices and the futures he imagines preparing for. Computer 
science will be useful “as technology grows”. Economics will help him become a banker or 
economist. Mandarin will look good on his CV alongside the Russian he speaks already. 
These choices are not solely about instrumental, career futures: economics reflects the 
interest he has in his father’s work, and Mandarin will help him speak to his grandparents. 

These stances have a common rational ground. Adam suggests that his OCD leads him to 
“think everything through before I say it”, offering reasons for choices and positions, and 
perhaps this lends some reinforcement to these rational, sensible stances. Whatever the 
combination of personal characteristics and habitus that underlies them, there is another 
stance available to him that makes it possible to think about making future choices that 
are right, not just reasonable. He is “not the most religious person in the world”, but the 
notion of being a ‘mensch’ appeals (“it means, leaving the world a better place than you 
left it”) and he’s clear that after his Bar Mitzvah he ought to take “more responsibility for 
the future”. He is planning to volunteer for a hospice, and after retirement imagines 
setting up a charity providing access to books for young people. 

So within our two conversations I saw Adam adopt a number of distinct stances in 
different contexts: a sensible and rational stance, for talking about abstract futures and 
making them manageable; a stance focused on sequences and choices, for thinking about 
goals and plans; a moral stance, thinking about the future in terms of responsibility and 
obligation to do good; a positive stance, deliberately looking for ways to balance negative 
future narratives; and a stance towards what can’t be known, recognising uncertainty. 
These stances are not discrete: elements of one can sometimes be found in another, such 
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as the positivity that accompanies his sensible technocratic optimism, or the uncertainty 
that frames career plans. Each, too, is constructed through a combination of dispositional, 
reflexive and speculative modes of thinking about the future. And they all, in a general 
way, align with previous researchers’ ways of describing young people’s futures: as life 
course, or as affective orientation, or future narrative, all shaped by habitus and 
reproducing wider social ideas of the future. 

Importantly, too, these different ways of thinking about the future are all present 
together: where previous research might have been concerned only with ideas about the 
life-course, or with orientations, or with narratives, here all can be seen. In the forms they 
take here, of course, they are not generic but particular to Adam and his life so far. And 
they differ not just in the content of the various accounts of the future, but ontologically, 
in the nature of the future that they are concerned with. Each stance works with a 
distinct kind of future: as a static forum in which different options can be sensibly 
balanced, or as something constructed over time through choices and sequences, or as 
something unknowable. Within these stances, shared between them, lie other ontological 
positions on how change happens and the future comes to be. The actions of other agents 
contribute to future states of affairs (such as the people who “need global warming” and 
will be working to frustrate measures to limit fossil fuel use). There is a difference 
between “my future” and “the future around me.” A future that is certain but over which 
he has no control is not possible (”I think it’s either uncertain and not in my control or 
certain and in my control”). The future is the cumulative outcome of many small, 
individual actions (whether choosing reusable straws or attending regular training 
sessions). These positions are part of an implicit ‘ontology of the future’. 

5.3.2   Nadia (12) 

Nadia grew up in London. She plays piano and cello, and football (which has replaced 
gymnastics for her). Her mother’s family are Greek, Ukrainian and Russian; her father’s 
family are from Palestine and Lebanon. English was not her first language and she has had 
to “study a lot at home” to get herself to the same level as her peers: she had to decide for 
herself that she was behind, and feels her teachers ought to have told her. Her mother and 
aunt are “always on computers” for work, which doesn’t appeal to her, nor being a doctor 
like her father’s family, since she doesn’t like blood. Instead, she is determined to be a 
lawyer or judge, because it is a well-paid job, she “likes talking”, and will be a role model 
for any children or grandchildren she might have (“I will always have them a good story”). 
I thought the choice seemed consistent with what I saw as her attention to injustice and 
fairness, and her sensitivity to the ways the world could be better than it is. In describing 
her route to being a lawyer, Nadia adopts a stance that frames the future as a series of 
options and waymarks, sequences of examinations and qualifications, and contingency 
plans: the kind of ‘if-then’ thinking found in school careers offices.  

I think I will graduate from UCL in 2022 [R: right] and then A-levels would be: (.5) two 
years after that so I would do my A-levels in 2024 (Nadia_1_2019-05-01, Pos. 84) 

— 

Um well I’m taking an extra GCSE just in case I don’t, um, get to that point [R: ok] so like 
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my GCSEs are all mixed into two, so one is a lawyer, the other is the engineer [R: yes] so if 
I don’t become a lawyer which is my first choice, I’ll always have that one engineer, en-
engineering, um GCSE so I’d probably be able to get into university again with that, erm, 
GCSE, and become a lawyer-erm, I mean, engineer. (Nadia_2_2019-05-22, Pos. 96) 

This approach has a natural horizon, beyond which Nadia suggests she generally prefers 
not to consider: 

R: …How do you feel about that future? 

N: Er, I don’t know, I haven’t-(1.1) I try not to go that far, I try to think more about my 
GCSE first and then my A-levels and then my GCSEs and then my work, but I do think 
about the whole thing sometimes 

R: Sure 

N: Um, I don’t know, I just hope I’m very successful when I’m older (Nadia_2_2019-05-22, 
Pos. 29-32) 

The nature of circumstances beyond her eventual “work” is uncertain. Like other young 
people I spoke to, there is a lot about the coming years that Nadia is uncertain about 
(what GCSEs she needs, how A-levels work), but she is also able to question some quite 
fundamental aspects of the future: 

I don’t know if there is even going to be a lawyer when I’m like older, I don’t know that, 
and I don’t know, if, well I definitely know there are going to be GCSEs when I have to do 
mine, but, I don’t know, if there will be jobs when I’m there? I don’t know if, erm people 
aren’t going to listen to me because I’m new? (Nadia_1_2019-05-01, Pos. 59-60) 

Nadia seems committed to avoiding representing any aspect of the future as certain, even 
the degree to which it might be uncertain (again, she is not alone in this, though holds the 
position more strongly than many). You never know what’s going to happen. One of the 
causes of uncertainty is her future self, who might not have the same priorities as she 
does now: 

R: Ok. (1.7) What risks (.) do you see, to this? 

N: I: might hate my job and then I did a degree in like that and, I-I don’t know, I’m going 
to be a different person then? I don’t really want to be a different person though, cause, er 
I’m happy with who I am right now and I don’t want to turn into some bad person 
making crimes [R: mm] yeah, and going out and never working (Nadia_1_2019-05-01, 
Pos. 61-62) 

Everything is uncertain and changing, even you: it is inescapable that you in the future 
will be different to how you are now, and if you’re happy with who you are now, then 
there is a necessary tragedy in that — not that you will certainly let your (present) self 
down, but that the possibility you might do so must be introduced at all. It would be a 
relief to have some certainty about the future: 

I don’t know if you, like, watch the film about your future and it said your future is 
certain and so is your past, it’d be nice to hear that? But the thing is I know you’ll neve-I 
know that is probably not going to happen, because, we never know what’s going to 
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happen in the future. (Nadia_2_2019-05-22, Pos. 84) 

This awareness of uncertainty shades into another stance, one preoccupied with more 
metaphysical questions. Superstitious thinking is a common way of managing 
uncertainty, and Nadia tempers her answer to my question about the uncertainty of the 
future with a sensitivity to the risk of “jinxing” her future through too firm an answer: her 
choosing a midway point between the two ends of the axis appears to be more a retreat 
from answering a question it would presumptuous to address: 

I guess the future is uncertain, and I don’t know where I’ll end up, but, I don’t wanna like, 
jinx it so, er, i’m in the middle for this one. I disagree but I agree as well. 
(Nadia_2_2019-05-22, Pos. 54) 

Beyond thinking about what we shouldn’t presume to know, Nadia is led by the idea of 
the future to think about what can never be known: the nature of experience outside 
remembered time, whether past experience lost to memory or future experience yet to 
occur. What happens “when I’m gone” is something she turns to later in our conversation: 

R: …But when you’re thirty, and you’ve got your legal, job, can you imagine how you 
might think about the future, what sorts of things might be on your mind? 

N: Erm what’s going to happen when I die? er I don’t know. I’ve always had this question, 
what’s going to happen when I die 

R: Do you mean, how will I die, or do you mean, what will happen to what I’m interested 
in after I die, or-? 

N: No, I-I don’t know what’s w-what’s going to happen after I die like, I don’t know 

R: That’s ok. I don’t know the answer I-it’s a really interesting question 

N: cause like I don’t know if when I die, well I’m going to, I’m not even going to see 
anything its-my life’s going to be pitch black, I don’t know if I go to heaven, and I will be 
watching down, I don’t know. I want to know, not how I die, because I know I’m going to 
die because if I know I’ll try and prevent that, unless it’s of old age, but I know I’m g-I 
don’t want to know, because I’ll end up dying anyway. All I want to know is what’s going 
to happen, because like I’m not sure, like, so many people like die and stuff, but I don’t 
know but because like when, I guess my mum was pregnant with me, I don’t remember 
any of like that but, um when I die I’m not going to remember 

(Nadia_1_2019-05-01, Pos. 67-72) 

This isn’t a question about her estate, or whether other people will miss her, or carry on 
her work: this is a concern with the impossibility of knowing without being a subject 
capable of knowing, whether through death or not yet being born, of being compelled to 
try to avert the inevitable, despite knowing how futile the effort must be. Other young 
people make reference to death as the ultimate certainty and limit on life, but, in the 
conversations I had, Nadia’s focus on the mystery of not-being is distinctive. This concern 
with the metaphysical is tempered by the last stance I saw in our conversations, one in 
which a hard world demands control and self-reliance. Global warming means we don’t 
know if “all the animals are going to die or if all the animals are going to stay where it’s 
warm and, it’s, they’re never going to come back to where it’s cold”. A third world war is a 
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certainty, though hopefully not in her lifetime. And Nadia sees crime increasing in the 
future: this position is informed by her witnessing a robbery near her house, in which her 
dad, uncle and their friend weren’t able to prevent a thief taking their neighbour’s car. 
Nadia is quietly outraged not just at the crime but the apparent lack of interest shown by 
the police in this and other issues: 

they didn’t even try and find h the thing and then all these missing people, they alwa-
there are so many missing people now, tha-the police aren’t doing anything about it and 
like people that have been missing for over ten years now, that’s-now they’re talking 
about it. And, I don’t think that’s a good thing (Nadia_1_2019-05-01, Pos. 88) 

Without the police, you need a lawyer: “I think everyone needs a lawyer because, if you 
don’t have a lawyer you’ll never have someone on your side.” The question of who is on 
your side is important, because it matters who is in control of your future: 

my parents are in charge of me bec-well they know what’s best for me so I let them 
control of me [R: mm] but, when I’m by myself I don’t let anyone else take control of me 
unless they’re like my family members, maybe a teacher as well (Nadia_2_2019-05-22, Pos. 
38) 

in the future when I’m not with my parents I’m not gonna let people take control of me 
unless they’re like, in ch-like my boss or something, but, if a person in the street, I’m not 
gonna let them take control of me, because like, it’s my life, and I think I can do what I 
want, (Nadia_2_2019-05-22, Pos. 50) 

So in our two conversations, Nadia appeared to move between an ‘if-then’ stance, a stance 
concerned with the uncertainty of the future, a metaphysical stance, and a stance that 
focuses on protecting yourself in the face of a threatening world. Her relationship to the 
future is different in each: the nature of the subject constructed in relation to the future 
varies, though there are concerns around knowledge and security that appear in some 
form across several stances. She offers no account of how the future comes to be (her 
actions? Others’ actions? Fate?), beyond suggesting that a combination of hard work and 
hope will bring the result she wants, and perhaps this lack of a theory of how things 
change contributes to the uncertainty and doubt that seems evident throughout our 
conversations. 

5.3.4   Laila (13) 

Laila was born in her mother’s home country of Sri Lanka (her first language is Sinhalese), 
and came to London with her parents when she was five years old. She has no siblings. 
Her father is Iranian and works in Manchester: he would like her to speak Farsi, and she’s 
picking up some words, though English, she says, is her language now. In London she 
hangs out with her friends, plays sports (she’s on the school basketball team) and is 
learning piano, working for her grade 4. Her parents ask her what she wants to do, and 
regularly discuss GCSE choices with her: their conversations concentrate on what she 
enjoys and is good at, rather than what careers her choices might support. Laila has also 
had advice on GCSEs from her mother’s Sri Lankan friend’s daughter, now studying 
dentistry at university in Bulgaria: if what she likes and is interested in coincides with this 
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advice she might follow it, but the priority is being motivated in the present. The 
exception is Mandarin, chosen last year for its future utility, on the advice of the teacher. 
It has been harder than expected, but with the support of her friend who made the same 
choice, and occasional Friday afternoon catch-up lessons she is making progress. 

She spends time thinking about the future — “I try to predict things” — and how her life 
will unfold: 

like how life would be if I was a doctor, and like, how things would change, um, how I 
won’t be in touch with some of my friends and like, they would like move on with their 
lives and, yeah (Laila_1_2019-06-26, Pos. 312) 

Sometimes she thinks about the future with her friends (“sometimes we just gossip 
together, like what would happen”) considering “the world around us” and ”what would 
be new, like what would be newly-made in the future”: 

R: What kinds of things do you think would be newly made? 

L: Flying cars h h h 

R: Yeah? 

L: Not really, erm h h h h h. Erm, maybe h. And like, houses would be different. I feel like, 
when you look outside you wouldn’t see as much green. (Laila_1_2019-06-26, Pos. 
318-332) 

This curiosity towards the future was evident at other points in our conversation. Laila 
discussed the ‘litany futures’ that were the topic of the ‘Connect and Reflect’ lessons. She 
is concerned, after seeing the videos they’ve been shown in class, about pollution, 
extinction, global warming, and extinctions. She imagines a technological, urban future 
extrapolated from the present — “modern now but in the future like it will be more 
modern” where “a lot of things would be like remote controlled or something mh h”. 
When you look outside “you wouldn’t see as much green”. Her ideas of the future come, 
she says, from “movies”. They are not all accepted uncritically — the idea that robots 
might take over, or that we might have flying cars, makes her laugh. And other ideas of the 
future are drawn from life — her parents prefigure one possible future: 

L: Like, er, I see them going to work and I just think about the future, like oh that might 
be me 

R: Yeah 

L: Yeah h 

R: Is that a good future? 

L: Yeah (Laila_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 394-398) 

Laila seeks ways of answering her question, “what else could I be?”, looking for ways of 
imagining possibilities, and finding them in different parts of her life: her parents as a 
model, her friends’ shared questions about the future, the litany futures shared by her 
school teachers and movie producers. This curiosity about the future as a thing to ask 
questions of seems to me to be a distinctive stance: other young people share similar 
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concerns and questions, and presumably are just as likely to adopt a stance like this, but 
within the conversations I had, none attended to the future in the same way. 

Like her peers, lots of Laila’s thinking about her future is characterised by uncertainty. She 
is aware that her uncertain future is also her parents’ uncertain future, since she is part of 
their lives (”because I’m not sure what I’m going to do after, so that makes them not sure 
either, as well”). Having many options for GCSEs increases her uncertainty, though she is 
able to anticipate a point when these options will have collapsed, once the decisions have 
been made. Decisions don’t remove uncertainty completely, however, since she can’t be 
sure how “it’s going to turn out”, and the outcomes can still be surprising, as in the case of 
Mandarin, which despite being harder than expected (one surprise) has still “turned out 
ok” (another surprise) since she’s able to keep up. Again, in common with other young 
people I spoke with, the preferences of her future self are another source of uncertainty (”I 
know I want to study medicine there but like what if I make other choices?”). However, 
she recognises that this kind of uncertainty can be positive: if you actually want to do 
something else, then it’s a good thing that you’ve realised it. The uncertain nature of 
decisions means that there’s always a chance they can turn out well: 

like if you choose something, if you want to choose something and someone says, like, oh 
don’t choose that because it’s going to be difficult, you wouldn’t know what to do, but 
you pick it anyways, you wouldn’t really know what’s going to happen but it can also turn 
out good (Laila_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 176) 

There are affective qualities to this uncertainty (perhaps highlighted in the sound exercise 
in which unfamiliar sounds prompted feelings of being “lost”). The choices ahead of her 
are consequential — “I feel like if I don’t do good in my education, um, I’ll probably not 
get good jobs and, yeah” — and she and her friends are “nervous” about making them, 
with some “not feeling ready yet” (again, perhaps anticipating a future time in which these 
doubts will have been resolved). The possibility that her future preferences might change 
is a source of worry: “Like, I know what I want to do, but it’s just that I’m worried if I 
might just change what I want to do, like, yeah”. Before it was clear that Mandarin lessons 
were turning out well, she was worried that they would not. In our interviews she made 
no mention of hope, and even when asked directly offered an empty sort of description: 

R: Ok. What about the world in general, do you think things that are bad now will get 
worse or better? Do you see any signs of hope? 

L: Er. I do have hope, and I hope it gets better, because um right now, um, there isn’t 
really, like, because of like, like so many animals are getting extinct and like, yeah. And I 
do have hope, yeah. (Laila_1_2019-06-26, Pos. 291-292) 

This is an answer to a question I asked, rather than something she volunteered, and the 
emphasis is on hope being necessary but hard to find. A more practical source of 
optimism and purpose might lie in her openness to uncertainty having the potential for 
good outcomes. 

So there are two distinctive stances towards the future to be found in Laila’s interviews: 
one that treats the future as an object of curiosity, and one that faces uncertainty as a 
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potential source of good futures. In describing them in this way, I am trying to emphasise 
how they differ from saying ‘she is interested in the future’, or ‘much of her future appears 
uncertain’. These are true, and also true of many others in her position, but I am trying, 
with this idea of ‘stance’, to find what is distinctive in each young person’s way of 
approaching the future, rather than collapse any differences at the earliest moment. So 
while other young people I spoke to might well also have wondered what changes their 
future life will mean for them, and been worried about global warming, and imagined the 
future as a technological marvel, it is the stance that Laila adopts here that pulls them 
together, this quality of being open to possibilities with which to think “what else could I 
be?” These stances are particular to Laila in their expression within our conversations: 
they might be adopted at other moments in her life, and indeed her peers might adopt 
similar stances in other venues and at other times, but across these interviews they appear 
distinctive. 

As with Adam and Nadia, Laila makes use of reflexive, dispositional and speculative 
modes of thinking in the construction of these stances. She shares, too, the implicit 
ontological position that change comes about through the cumulative action of many 
individuals. There are two aspects of the nature of the future that are more visible in her 
talk than others. First, the notion that futures are necessarily shared, because we exist in a 
network of social relations (as illustrated in her recognition that her parents’ futures are 
uncertain to some degree if hers is). Second, the model of forming aspirations (illustrated 
by her ambition moving from lawyer to doctor): multiple possibilities are present, and 
entertained, and one gradually eclipses the others. 

5.3.5   Brian (13) 

Brian exemplifies a pragmatic approach to his near and medium term future. He has 
recently been scouted by a Premier League football club. Balancing schoolwork, 
commitments to his grassroots club and still trying to find ways to shine in the new club 
system means being organised and leaves little time for friends or leisure. The everyday 
routines necessary to sustain this project unfold over weeks and (hopefully) years, in a 
series of trials and evaluations which make the whole project always contingent on the 
decision of the club: 

So they gave me um, an eight-week trial, to see how I was going to do, and then um quite 
recently they gave me my schedule, longer than eight weeks, so they extended my trial up 
until um, the end of June (Brian_1_2019-05-15, Pos. 60) 

His aim is to progresses into the training academy, then the London squad, then the 
home squad, and then the U18 and U21 squads. Sixteen — three years from when we 
spoke — appears as one particular moment at which his focus might need to switch to his 
back-up plan, university and an engineering degree: “that’s when, probably, I’m gonna 
realise it’s not gonna happen”. Success will depend on working hard, which will be 
rewarded. Being scouted by the club is an example of that (“I think after the years, my 
hard work’s finally paid off”). 

These projected temporal landmarks are used to structure his descriptions of his 
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immediate future, and extend into imagined adult life (“I think maybe like, forty or just 
slightly less than forty’s about where you want to retire”). They contribute to a familiar 
stance towards the future that constructs it through known decision points, options, 
contingency, and personal effort. But there is another stance employed by Brian that is 
less rational (“I always go with my gut”) and more concerned with (non-religious) faith 
and belief. Brian believes that “it’s possible to get better, and it’s never impossible to get 
what you want,” a perspective that warrants, perhaps, an irrational commitment to being 
scouted, which on the face of it is an unlikely outcome (“once in a lifetime, it’s very rare 
for it to happen”). There’s a hint of destiny in the way he describes the realisation of this 
hope: 

[Being scouted] was, the hope, that was the missing piece of my future, and well now that 
it’s happened, I’m going to fulfull, try to fulfill, what I wanted to do. (Brian_1_2019-05-15, 
Pos. 152) 

Brian’s planning stance is proper to the everyday management of different priorities and 
for understanding some of the uncertainty that comes from the club being in control of 
his future, while his self-belief and faith in being able to realise his dream are apparent 
when thinking about a different aspect of the future. But Brian hints at how the two 
stances might work together, through a commitment to an open future: 

the future’s, you never really know exactly what’s going to happen, but I think if you put 
your mind to something, and like if you if you put your dedication and hard work into 
the thing that you love doing then, um, it’ll become more clearer (Brian_2_2019-06-19, 
Pos. 44) 

— 

R: …do you think that the future is fixed, or do you tend to think of the future as 
something that’s open? 

B: Oh a hundred percent it’s open. It’s, it’s, the things I say, I want them to be fixed, just as 
a, um, just as something to work towards, but I know that it might not end that way, so I 
try to think quite openly and, um, if I think openly then it’ll give me more point of view 
in how I should be, um, approaching a situation. (Brian_2_2019-06-19, Pos. 39-40) 

B: I think, er, what could be a future, there’s no real future sound, I don’t think there’s a 
sound that could interpret the future, but I think it could definitely interpret the present, 
and definitely the past. (Brian_2_2019-06-19, Pos. 141) 

The future is open — so nothing is impossible, but neither is it certain. In this 
circumstance, moving things on requires that you set a goal and work towards it, and 
doing this brings the future into clarity. But you have, at the same time, to recognise that 
you may not reach your goal. You have to behave ‘as if ’ there’s a future waiting ahead of 
you, calling you forward and shaping how you act now, while being aware that you are 
behaving ‘as if ’, that the final goal is not so settled that your hard work is warranted. For 
Brian, this means attending training and working hard at football as if a place in the team 
is assured, while being conscious that it is a matter of luck that he is there at all. 
Maintaining this double-think takes faith and belief in yourself: 

B: I think, when, you’re on, when you’re on that journey to success, there’s always a time 
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where something doesn’t go right, and that’s when you start doubting yourself and you 
go, oh I don’t know if I can do this any more, and it’s, it’s, you just start doubting yourself 
and this here, into the mist [referring to the interview prompt], you start thinking 
uncertain things 

R: Right, right 

B: Other than when you’re doing more successful, you start planning out more, and 
thinking more positive, instead of um the negative side of things (Brian_2_2019-06-19, 
Pos. 81-83) 

5.3.6   Ahlaam (13) 

Ahlaam is going to be a genetic engineer, and help people who want to change something 
about themselves feel better. She used to want to be an author, and wrote stories 
combining themes from the Jacqueline Wilson and Roald Dahl books she enjoyed: she 
still writes her thoughts down, saying “it just helps me sometimes”. She plays basketball 
and netball, and used to play football. She has twin siblings two years older, doing their 
GCSEs at another school. For her language GCSE she has chosen German, because she’s 
been learning it since primary school (none of her family speak it). Her mother, a nurse, 
and her father, a carpenter, both attended university. She was born in Hackney, and 
moved to Kings Cross at 10. Three months before we spoke, Ahlaam left her school in 
Somers Town to attend her present school, in response to her mother’s fears about knife 
crime (“there will always be a lot of stabbings outside my school in Somers Town”). She 
was “heartbroken” about leaving her friends, but they meet up at the weekends still. The 
family is moving again, to Enfield, and when we spoke Ahlaam was deciding whether to 
leave her current school, where she is yet to make close friends, to attend school closer to 
her new home, or to remain at her current school, which is not “really bad” like the 
schools in Enfield, but which will be a long commute. 

When speaking about her friends’ choices and the possibility of struggling to reach a goal, 
Ahlaam adopted what I am thinking of as a moral stance, emphasising the importance of 
“hard work” and the need for “people” to understand what choices involve. People need to 
be prepared to work to bring about their desired future: “They can’t give up, if they’re 
aiming for something”. When discussing, in the axes exercise, the idea that the future is 
open and you’re in control, Ahlaam suggests that not being certain of your future is 
something “sad”. “People should know” what they want from the future: 

A: But if you’re uncertain then you know that’s just going to be, a bit sad h. But 

R: So-go on 

A: I mean, your fu-like, people should know, I know some people, like some of my 
friends, I ask them like what do you want to do when you grow up? They say like they 
don’t know, like it’s either like today I’ll ask someone what do you want to be when you 
grow up, they will say a doctor, and then tomorrow I’ll-like in a month, a month later I’ll 
ask them what do you want to be when you grow up, and they’ll be like I don’t know. 
(Ahlaam_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 146-148) 

Later, discussing her friends’ view of the future, she seems to criticise her friends for not 
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giving their future plans proper consideration: 

R: When you and your friends talk about the future do you ever talk about what you do 
outside jobs? Like the sort of person you want to be or the kind of life you want to live, or 
is it always about what job you do? 

A: Mm, I’ve thought about that, but my f, my friends don’t really, they just think about, 
job, get a good job, going to have a good life. But they don’t, they don’t like um, they 
don’t, worry about like when you’re going to move out of your parents’ house, like um 
how you’re going to pay for your mortgage and stuff, how you’re going to pay for your 
car, is the job you’re doing, do you get paid a good amount of money to, um, have the life 
that you want. (Ahlaam_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 203-204) 

At the time, my sense was that she thought them irresponsible. Earlier, again in the axes 
exercise, we discussed the relationship of care to the future, after Ahlaam was struck by a 
thought: 

A: What if you like didn’t care about your future, so you didn’t have like much control 
over it, and like, no-one really had control, so would that be like an example, if you didn’t 
really care about your future? 

R: Yeah, yeah I hadn’t thought of it before but yes it would I think. Yeah. So you do think 
caring about your future means, controlling it? 

A: Yes. And no. Caring about your future means like you want, if you-if you care about 
your future, you-you obviously care because you want to do something in your future? 
(Ahlaam_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 110-112) 

Later she suggests that ”If you care about your future, you must want something, like to 
do something in your future.” So Ahlaam has a way of relating to the future that involves 
care, and responsibility, and hard work, and this moral stance was evoked when thinking 
about her friends’ attitudes towards the future, and when thinking about other ways of 
relating to the future. Her friends’ attitudes are the context which gives rise to the clearest 
expression of the responsibility she feels to “think properly”: 

A: I mean I’m we’re thirteen, that’s what like most people would do like when they’re 
thirteen years old and stuff. But, like, they don’t, they’re not like thinking, they don’t 
think properly because they don’t like think of what’s going to happen, when they’re 
older or anything, so yeah, like for my friends, like some of my friends are really smart, 
like everybody’s smart, but like em they’re just, they don’t take responsibility, like in their 
learning, yeah 

R: But you do 

A: Yeah 

R: Yeah. Why is that? Not them, you 

A: Um. Because my mum, she works really hard, and my dad works really hard too. So it’s 
kind of like, my mum or my dad became like had this job and they aimed for it and they 
worked really hard for it. So then if they, it’s like they’ve like looked after me and did 
everything for me like. So for me like working hard is kind of like a reward to them. 
(Ahlaam_1_2019-07-05, Pos. 259-268) 
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This moral stance was the most developed stance I saw in her interviews, though there 
were other ideas of the future represented that might imply different stances. When 
discussing possible futures of thirty years’ time, for example, Ahlaam suggested that social 
media was “bad” now and our “addiction” would be worse in future, echoing a litany 
future of technologically-driven social decay. This retains the moral flavour of the stance 
just described, but is general where the examples previously have been specific and 
grounded in her relationships. Perhaps the closest to a contrasting stance in her talk was 
evident when discussing her chosen position on the ‘control’ axis: 

A: And like I know what I want, but then I sometimes could change my mind, or like if, 
but it’s very unlikely I’ll change my mind, but there is a possibility I could 
(Ahlaam_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 36) 

5.3.7   Adriana (13) 

Adriana enjoys learning and is frustrated when a lack of class discipline gets in her way (“I 
enjoy art, maths, English, science, I enjoy them a lot, I know it sounds very nerdy but I 
do”). She expects to work hard, though she didn’t need to work as hard as she did for her 
SATS and could have spent more time playing. She was born in London but her family 
moved here from Kosovo, and she visits frequently. She has family in Sweden and Madrid, 
which is one reason she has chosen Spanish as her GCSE language. Her sister is in the 
same year in the same school. Adriana’s father wanted to be an architect in Kosovo, but 
had to move to England, and now runs a parcel delivery business, working in the office 
since he injured his back. Adriana wants “to make up for that” and plans to become an 
architect herself, since her father explained the job to her. She plays in an orchestra, and 
with her sister does tai chi competitively, after her aunt suggested they try it out. Through 
tai chi they “learn a lot of ways to keep calm of course because in secondary school it’s 
very stressful” 

The most visible stance in Adriana’s talk was one I thought of as ‘striving’. Discussing 
SATS, or GCSE choices, or her life in the future, she talks often of “goals” and 
“opportunities” (”I’m always going to try and think of new goals”). She tries to “stay clear” 
of thinking about distracting possibilities or alternative futures, ”because it can just lead 
me off my track”. In the speculative exercise, when invited to create future narratives, 
sounds were explained in terms of her doing her future work (she noted that there was 
“lots about me designing somewhere”). She attends the ‘scholarships’ self-directed 
learning group, in order to learn about the process of getting to university and winning 
funding for fees. When asked about the kind of world she wants to see, however, Adriana 
has a different stance, one that foregrounds hope. The Brexit vote is not “a good thing” 
and makes her worry that maybe “the future isn’t going to be as good as it could be”. What 
she wants is a world where “everyone’s welcome”, because “the world isn’t a place to be 
mean, it’s a place to discover and enjoy”. 

This idealism and passion are not incompatible with her goal-oriented striving, but they 
have a different character, and arise in a different context. A third stance is also visible in 
her talk, alongside striving and hope: this concerns Adriana’s understanding of time. Tai 
chi gives her access to another way of thinking about time passing: 
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R: How does um, how does time pass when you’re doing the form, are you aware of time 
passing, is it something that goes quicker or slower? 

A: Um, I don’t pay much attention to time in class, because we, I believe that time is just 
something we keep track of, of course I use it but in tai chi that’s my time to just zone 
out, but if I do look at the time and I do the form it goes quite quickly actually, two 
minutes feel like ten seconds (Adriana_1_2019-05-08, Pos. 139-140) 

When practicing tai chi with her sister, co-ordinating movements requires “going inside 
yourself and seeing every detail” in order to synchronise with each other and ensure 
“every movement is identical”. The meditation that is part of their tai chi practice is part 
of developing this phenomenological perspective, building the capacity, when an object of 
attention arises, to “look at it and let it go by”. This is a very different stance to one 
focused on goals or on hopes. But it doesn’t seem right to say that any of these three 
stances are not compatible with the others: it seems rather that, for Adriana, in the 
context where one is the right stance, the other two are just not relevant. 

5.3.8   Emran (12) 

Emran wants to be a neurosurgeon, for the intellectual challenge, the financial reward, 
and the chance to help people. He learned about the career through the school’s ‘academy 
scholars’ self-directed learning group. His family are from Somalia, though he was born in 
London. He has two older brothers, in 6th form and doing GCSEs elsewhere, and a 
younger brother. Emran talks to his family “all the time” about school and his exams. His 
choice of Spanish for GCSE was influenced by its similarity to Italian, with which he is 
familiar through its colonial influence on Somali culture — it’s also easy enough that he 
has more time to focus on maths, science and English. He plays football and basketball 
(“the usual”) and watches anime. 

Through the self-directed learning group Emran has access to a timetable and series of 
check-points marking his pathway to university. One of the aims of this group is to give 
students “opportunities to, you know, better your future” by anticipating the decisions 
and options needed to get to university. This group provides the initial context for our 
discussion about the future, and the stance Emran adopts within it is one focused on 
decision-points and milestones: GCSEs, A-levels, and targeting universities. In thinking 
about the future of the world in general, Emran changes stance to something more 
fatalistic, less concerned with timelines and sequences and more concerned with 
enumerating the threats facing the world: climate change (“the world’s getting hotter, and 
you can feel it when you wake up”), Brexit (“Brexit’s a big thing, you know, it’s going to 
ruin a lot of lives”), the NHS (“it’s kind of shaky right now”), knife crime (”this area, I could 
be walking down one day and something could happen”). 

All of these threats are well-known but “no-one’s really taking action”: the Extinction 
Rebellion protests are “better than not doing anything” but they aren’t sufficient. Having 
these issues unresolved makes imagining the future difficult. This stance, a kind of 
worried helplessness, contrasts with the agency exemplified by his career-oriented stance. 
But this narrative of threats and issues is balanced by a more optimistic stance, grounded 
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in a narrative of personal agency (“you know like recycling, you know, eating less red 
meat, doing stuff like taking public transport”) and technological innovation (“the 
industrial revolution, no-one really thought things would change, then after there was a 
big change and you know over twenty years everything changed, and I think it can 
happen again”). The worried and the optimistic stance are both working with litany 
futures, commonly-rehearsed framings of the future. 

In addition to these stances — the career stance, and the two litany futures stances — 
Emran makes use of a fourth stance, principally in the context of the axes exercise in 
which I asked him to think about the degree to which the future might be certain or in his 
control. This stance seems to be about avoiding committing to a particular position: using 
phrases like “but then again…” or “I wouldn’t say…” Emran frequently revises the position 
of the previous clause (“I wouldn’t say I’m the, I’m kind of a creative person, but then 
again I wouldn’t say like I’m daydreamer kind of”). Taking this approach seemed to reflect 
his belief that nothing can be thought of as certain, apart from death (“For instance, I 
know I’m going to die”). Even the immediate future is uncertain: “I know I’m going to be 
alive for the next five seconds, yeah, but, you know, I don’t know what’s going to happen 
in the next five seconds”. 

5.3.9   Jessica (12) 

Jessica lives with her mother and father and three siblings, one younger brother (10) and 
two older sisters (14 and 16). Her mother and father both began new occupations around 
three or four years ago: her mother has started a business as a piano teacher, and her 
father, who was a wedding photographer, now works for a charity (named after a Catholic 
church leader) which Jessica describes as giving homeless young people a place to stay. 
They live a twenty-minute walk away from the school. They are planning to move house 
within the next couple of years, but will be close enough for Jessica to continue to attend 
the school. Her brother plays football—their mother takes him to practices—and she used 
to play in a team until the coach left. She plays other sports: she swims every Friday (she 
will soon join a swimming team), and she runs, on school sports day and with her mother 
on Saturdays. She plans to join the gym opposite the school when she turns sixteen. She 
plays music as well, principally guitar, though her mother encourages her to play piano as 
well. Her guitar was passed down to her by her eldest sister, who played piano until her 
GCSEs. Her other sister is currently taking grade three piano. Jessica has chosen German 
for her GCSE language choice, in part because her father learned to speak it. She is seeing 
a therapist about her phobia of blood, which has made her unable to receive injections 

In our interview, when discussing her immediate future plans, Jessica seemed to be 
sharing drafts of possible narratives, describing first one possible path and then another. 
In the first, Jessica plans to study sport, and possibly art, at university, before either 
getting a “small job” or playing sport professionally. In the second (“another one I sort of 
thought of”) she plans to attend university in Germany before either returning to England 
to teach German, or staying to teach English. These plans are not detailed, or fixed: they 
each extend aspects of her present life over a basic template organised around going to 
university and then finding an occupation afterwards. Using the present to sketch 
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possible versions of a template — this stance seemed focused on drafting a future. 

These provisional and incomplete draft plans still had a greater solidity than the litany 
future offered in response to my request to imagine life after thirty. This is a new idea for 
Jessica (“I honestly haven’t thought about that before”) and she responds with the barest 
of ready-to-hand litany futures: “probably have a job by then, hopefully…I’ll have a 
husband”). Husband, job, house, and children: a gendered future with no more detail than 
this. The stance here is about reaching for what society provides as an ‘off-the-shelf’ 
future when one is asked for. But in the interview it appeared interwoven with a more 
personal stance towards the future. Jessica’s phobia of blood underlies another stance, one 
focused on futures that are limited or inaccessible. The ready-to-hand future of child-
rearing is in conflict with this personal future: “I don’t wanna have kids, I mean I do, but, 
I’d rather adopt, kids instead because I have a fear of blood, and I’m scared of giving birth.” 
Later, Jessica suggests that she expects her phobia to affect her life “a lot”, as something 
that stands in the way of possible futures: “if I can’t get injections, that means I can’t, 
prevent, this and this from happening. I went to get the, injection for, cancer? um and I 
couldn’t do it.” 

5.3.10  Oluwatobi (13) 

Oluwatobi plays drums in his gospel church, and has done for the last eight years, starting 
out with hip-hop and then as he got older “playing reggaes and stuff like that”. His belief 
in God is important to him. His father plays guitar and his mother sings. One of his two 
older brothers plays the piano (he also has a younger sister). Oluwatobi plays basketball: 
when he grows up he wants to play basketball and drums. His parents are supportive, 
saying, “as long as you can do the things and you’re really good at it, go ahead.” For his 
GCSEs he plans to choose PE, music and geography. He talks about his choices with his 
family, and also sometimes with his friend at church, who’s in Year 11. 

Like other interviewees, Oluwatobi’s ready-to-hand future involves family and material 
security, with a job and a house. His particular stance towards this litany future, however, 
starts from thinking about his future family, buying them a home and “taking care of 
kids”. “Family goes first,” before looking to personal goals. 

R: And that’s, how do you feel about that, is that a good life? 

J: Yeah. Cos if you’re taking care of someone you love, that’s not bad, so, yeah. 
(Oluwatobi_1_2019-05-20, Pos. 119-120) 

Family is a source of support, and also perhaps pride in the future: Oluwatobi says he 
would be surprised, and proud, if “my child follows in my footsteps,” because it would 
show “how good a role model I am.” 

Bound up in this protective, caring stance is a sense of the importance of hard work: 
people need jobs “which they can get money and help their family”. During the axes 
exercise, Oluwatobi was clear that he was in control of the future: “Because if you put 
effort in what you want to be when you’re older, it will come. You just have to have 
resilience” and be ready to “push your effort to the limit.” In a way that echoes Brian’s 

105



combination of hard work and fatalistic self-belief, however, Oluwatobi suggests that 
what ultimately decides the future is “God’s grace” — futures that might seem unlikely 
can still come to pass, because ”God can make things that are impossible to possible, so, 
it’ll work out.” 

5.3.11  Gideon (13) 

Gideon plays keyboards at home, and likes listening to anime theme tunes. His mother 
looks after everyone at home, and his father is an academic historian. His eldest brother is 
studying engineering at Imperial. His other brother is on study leave when Gideon and I 
speak, sitting his GCSEs, including Mandarin. He has told Gideon that the exams are “like 
mocks”, an example of a prefigurative future. Gideon tells me his father was away “most 
of my childhood”, for work and “other reasons too”, but now is back. He is studying 
Mandarin, at his mother’s suggestion since he wasn’t sure what else to do, and find it 
difficult, though he is aware that it would be easier if he revised more. He has few 
interests outside school: he has a bike but needs to “puff the tyres up”. Gideon is on the 
school’s list of pupils with special educational needs (SEN), for reasons that school staff 
did not share with me. 

Gideon’s other GCSE choices, beyond Mandarin, are being made on the basis of what is 
fun and what he’s good at — possibly art, music, and history. The future after GCSEs was 
not something he seemed to have considered, beyond an apparent default expectation of 
university: 

R: So, have you ever thought about what you might do after GCSEs? 

G: I don’t know, really. Like, lot of stuff. I mean, I don’t particularly want to go to 
university but I think I might 

R: What would you rather do? 

G: I’m not sure 

R: But you don’t particularly want to go to university 

G: I might, I’m not sure (Gideon_1-2_2019-07-17, Pos. 173-178) 

This seemed to be part of a general absence of an idea of a personal future. My question 
about an imagined ‘good life’ was met with generalities: “doing a lot of crazy stuff, like um 
af, like, let’s say living life to it’s fullest I guess, like doing a lot of stuff, I don’t know 
something like that”. Questions about his usual response to adults asking what he’d like to 
do when he’s older (“don’t know”), or if everything worked out perfectly (“Not sure”), or a 
dream future (“Not too sure”) led to no further conversation. 

Thinking about the future in the abstract involved a related but distinct stance: where 
personal futures were simply absent, the general future was something that could be 
examined, though as an abstract concept. Things might be “much more advanced” — or 
not: “something could have happened. and like advancements in logic have just been 
pressed backwards, yeah that could happen”. Or things could “maybe like freeze or 
something”. 
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R: What would make knowledge and progression go backwards do you think? 

G: Mm, many things, um. I guess, or like freeze, mm, oh and I guess like of countries, like 
economy could just like, like screw all up the governments, screw up and then, and just 
like freeze like that 

R: Right, right. What about, when you said we might be much more advanced. What do 
you think advanced looks like? What would the world look like if it was much more 
advanced? 

G: Mm. Guess more modern? 

R: Ok. Ok. 

G: I mean, that’s the only thing I could say. (Gideon_1-2_2019-07-17, Pos. 241-246) 

This part of our conversation seemed more about deducing possibilities than it was about 
communicating ideas of the future. Progress might go forwards, backwards, or be still: 
these three options exhaust the logical possibilities of ‘progress’. If a world is ‘advanced’ 
then it must necessarily be ‘modern’ — the words are synonyms. This deductive approach 
continued in the axes exercise. The future is generally uncertain, but there are some 
events that will “probably happen.” Gideon gave the example of the Jeddah Tower: 
“apparently it’s going to be built in 2021, assuming nothing happens it probably is going to 
be built.” (We were speaking in 2019: since then, construction has halted following a 
labour dispute and the global pandemic, bearing his words out). Some aspects of the 
future are within personal control (though this might be illusory), while others, like 
“political events”, are not. All the possible stances towards the future represented by the 
axes are true “because obviously everything’s happening at once, so you know it’s like, 
they’re all happening at the same time, all the time”. These are logical positions to hold 
towards the future. But they seem to be about the nature of the future, rather than 
descriptions of possible futures. Any specific narratives of possible futures are missing 
from Gideon’s talk. His contributions raise the question of how far it is possible to 
generalise about the nature of subjectivity. If external talk mirrors internal talk, it is 
possible that the assumptions made by Archer and others about the nature of the internal 
conversation have a limit. 

5.3.12  Luan (13) 

Luan was born in London. His parents came to London from Kosovo, and he speaks 
Kosovan at home. He is also “fluent” in German. He has two younger sisters (11 and 3). 
Outside school he plays basketball and does homework. Since learning HTML in school 
he has maintained an HTML page of sports cars on his computer at home. HTML will be 
useful in future, he thinks, even in the face of new software that can “make computers 
even stronger”. Doing these interviews is useful preparation for future job interviews. 

In our first interview, Luan had yet to choose any GCSE subjects, beyond German, though 
by our second interview he had begun to think about engineering, geography, and 
“computer science slash PE.” Luan displays a slow and cautious approach to making this 
decision, planning to let it emerge over the summer holidays: 
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R: And how, how are you feeling about [GCSE choices]? 

L: Well, erm, I’m. I’m feeling, normal like, I know what to pick but, as if I know what to 
pick but, er I need to figure out what to pick throughout my whole entire summer 
holidays, just some times, just like five minutes, just thinking what to pick yeah 

R: Will it just be a five minute job or will it be lots of little five minutes or 

L: Ah no it’s just thinking to myself probably like one minute two minutes not that long, 
yeah (Luan_2_2019-07-03, Pos. 15-18) 

— 

L: Yeah I’m going to wait for it to come, like for me just, just settle down and have fun, 
then think, then, yeah 

R: Right. Is it going to be easier to think about it away from school? 

L: Yeah, it would be, a bit more easier, because then I can talk with my family, my parents 
especially, so then I can just figure out how to make it, yeah (Luan_2_2019-07-03, Pos. 
26-28) 

He would like to be a professional basketball player, though being the only basketball 
player in his family means that he has no-one to guide him through the process of 
becoming a professional. If sport doesn’t work out, Luan imagines he would do something 
to do with engineering or computers. In contrast to other interviewees, he doesn’t seem 
to be making GCSE choices with a career in mind. Where others show distinct stances 
towards making decisions or thinking about the future, he seems to be working to avoid 
having a stance. At other points in the interviews, particularly in the axes and sound 
exercises, Luan adopts a related stance of radical uncertainty, often qualifying his claims 
about the future with a reminder that he doesn’t know, and nobody knows, what will 
happen in the future. 

R: And is that what you expect is going to happen, or is that what you, would count as a 
really good life? 

L: Well, um, I’m imagining it, because I don’t know what’s going to happen in the future, 
because, who knows, like. Because there’s so many different ways to like change the 
future (Luan_1_2019-05-15, Pos. 121-122) 

— 

I don’t really know because like I said, um, the future changes, you don’t know what’s 
going to happen like 

(Luan_1_2019-05-15, Pos. 154) 

— 

L: like I said, erm in the future I don’t really know what’s going to happen, myself, none 
of us know-my family know what’s going to happen (Luan_2_2019-07-03, Pos. 68) 

When Luan declines to be interviewed a second time, at the end of the first interview, he 
offers an explanation of his reluctance: “I don’t know what’s going to happen in the 
future, sometimes I’m lost when I think about the future.” 
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5.3.13  Halima (13) 

Halima was born in London to a Somali family. She has a sister two years younger than 
her. Her father moved to England when he was young, but her mother was born here, 
Halima thinks, because they speak English together. English is her first language; she only 
speaks a bit of Somali, the language her mother uses with Halima’s grandmother. Her 
grandfathers are each in Somalia and Kenya. When she was smaller, one of her 
grandfathers was a politician in Mogadishu. He advised Halima and her mother that 
speaking Mandarin would be advantageous for her future job prospects, and she has 
chosen Mandarin as one of her GCSE options. Some of Halima’s cousins are already doing 
GCSEs, so she will ask them for advice, but at the time we spoke she was leaning towards 
history over geography, and RE. She plans to choose subjects that she’s confident she can 
pass, and then also some that will help her when she’s older. Halima wants to be a doctor, 
like her cousin at university, and has done ever since watching the TV show Casualty. 

R: What is it about being a doctor that you like? 

H: Um, saving lives I guess? (Halima_1_2019-06-26, Pos. 145-146) 

Halima’s ideas of her future beyond qualifying as a doctor are vague: a “happy job” and 
maybe a family. She sometimes gives the wider future some thought, however, 
wondering, for example, if there might be “robots instead of humans doing jobs”. Her 
ideas of the wider future come, she says, from sci-fi programmes, and from the geography 
lessons in which she learns about the way the planet is changing. In the future, she thinks, 
more animals will be extinct, and the world will be more affected by global warming. 

There are three stances here — planning, in the context of GCSEs, a sketch of a common 
future imaginary in the context of her long-term personal future, and the litany futures of 
climate change and biodiversity loss, in the context of the planet’s long-term future. 
These are the most visible stances in her interviews. But there are glimpses of two other 
stances. One, evoked by the axes exercise, is about control: “I think that, like for us 
younger children, the world that we’re going to live in when we’re older is being decided 
by the adults. Because like they get to, like they get to vote about everything, when it’s 
mainly to do with our future.” Her future, she suggests, feels as though it is mainly in 
others’ hands. What she can control, however, is ”what I want to become, and also, how I 
want to, how I want to learn.” Her interior life, her concerns and the future she sets for 
herself, are under no-one else’s control. But the other stance risks belying this: “I can’t 
imagine the future, actually.” The world is changing so fast, she feels, that anticipating 
how much it will have changed by the time she’s an adult is impossible. She entertains the 
notion of a technologically-determined future — “I probably think there’s going to be a lot 
of inventions” — but is open to thinking that this imaginary is misguided: “I think we 
might think too-like a lot more’s going to happen when, not that much is going to get 
invented or, it might not get better.” Later, she suggests that there is a paradox in 
imagining the future : 

R: Do you ever find it hard to think about the future? 

H: Yes. Because, I can’t, because I don’t really know what I’ll be doing and stuff 
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(Halima_2_2019-07-17, Pos. 27-28) 

By the time she is in the sixth form, or university, she imagines it will be easier to think 
about the future. She might have changed what she wants to do by sixth form, and 
knowing this is possible makes thinking about the future now more challenging. And in 
university she will “actually try to do it.” It’s not easy to know how things will feel without 
trying them. 

5.3.15  Ilanah (13) 

Ilanah is going to be a doctor, and so will be choosing triple science, along with maths, 
English and Spanish, for her GCSEs. She intends to discuss her other choices with her 
mother and father, and her older brothers, who have done their GCSEs. She summarises 
her general position towards the future as “having a job, making money…helping people 
that need to be helped.” Beyond this, in her interviews I saw two kinds of stance towards 
the future. One was pragmatic, focused on the actions needed in the context of her goal 
of being a doctor, recognising what she doesn’t yet understand (“ I don’t know what you 
need to do in A-levels”) and identifying who she can consult to learn more. This involved 
having the right attitude: she suggested ‘Building Site’, from the axes exercise (“every time 
like, because it’s your career and your future so you want to know what you want to do it 
with”). And it involved thinking about how options can be left open, and when they might 
need to be resolved (“university”). 

Alongside this pragmatic stance, Ilanah was also clear that thinking about the future was 
of limited use, and that the future was something she’d “rather not think about,” because 
it’s a “long way away”. 

it’s just, like, even if I do think about the future it’s not going to happen, if I think about 
the future now it’s not going to happen now it’s going to happen later in my life, I hope 
(Ilanah_2_2019-07-12, Pos. 162) 

Thinking about the future was (for Ilanah) pointless, outside of the few points where it 
becomes necessary: before choosing GCSEs, A-levels, and university degrees. This stance 
is perhaps also evident in the lack of other ideas of the future beyond training to be a 
doctor. Though there was one brief exception to this absence, at the end of the 
speculative exercise, when I asked what sounds I should have chosen to make it easier: 

Sounds of like, make you feel where you wanted to be in future, like kids playing and 
saying miss miss miss (Ilanah_2_2019-07-12, Pos. 178) 

A tiny glimpse of a possible desired future, with children playing and calling on her. 

5.3.14  Sinead (13) 

Sinead was born in San Francisco, and moved to London when she was 9. Her Brazilian 
mother was a nurse, and her Irish father works in finance. At home she speaks English 
and Portuguese. She has a younger sister (8). Outside school, Sinead does sports, 
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competing in gymnastics and swimming. She enjoys reading, currently J.K. Rowling and 
before that Enid Blyton, and would like a job that involves writing fiction. But she has 
been surprised at how much she has enjoyed the engineering lessons that are a 
compulsory part of the curriculum (“it’s like maths and art combined”), and might apply 
to do engineering at university. After speaking to family and friends she has chosen her 
GCSE subjects: engineering, history, and art. 

Sinead thinks about the future if she encounters something that prompts it: “once I see 
something, it could get me thinking um, like is that going to happen in my future?”. When 
she daydreams it usually concerns the future. Thinking about one’s future is important: 
“you would at least have to have an idea of what you want to do, you can’t just go with it.” 
Plans and ideas are what give the future certainty. In the axes exercise, Sinead commented 
on the ‘Building Site’ approach: “I think it’s a good way of looking at the future because, 
it’s, it is in your hands and it’s what you want to do.” — though she notes the potential for 
feeling “overwhelmed because you don’t really know exactly what you want to do.” 

Within our interview, however, the future is largely undescribed outside possible kinds of 
future employment and a general aspiration to a “decent job”. There are none of the litany 
futures, for example, that appear in other interviewee’s talk, no talk of families or climate. 
When asked directly about possible futures her responses were usually “don’t know” or 
“not sure.” 

R: So when you think about the future do you have any feelings about the future, do you 
think it’s exciting, do you think it’s worrying, or does it just not really feature for you? 

S: Well. I don’t really know much about the future yet, so I’m not sure 
(Sinead_1_2019-05-15, Pos. 135-136) 

In our interview, the context for discussion remained Sinead’s personal future, and so the 
two positions described here — that plans and ideas of the future are vital, and that the 
future is unknown — might be better seen as aspects of a single stance. Sinead is relaxed 
about the future, saying “I don’t really worry” about it, notwithstanding her earlier 
comment on the possibility of being overwhelmed by uncertainty. Instead, she seems to 
be content forming a provisional view of the future that is exactly sufficient, going no 
further than necessary for the present 

R: Ok. What do you think’s certain about the future? 

S: Well, I have ideas of what I might want to be, but I’m not completely sure. so, that’s 
why I’m not certain, but, I still have ideas so, yeah I wouldn’t be uncertain about what I 
wanted to do. (Sinead_2_2019-07-03, Pos. 71-72) 

This stance, if it is part of how she sees the world outside the setting of our interview, has 
helped her settle on choices others have found more challenging. 

5.3.14  Erdal (13) 

Erdal and his family have lived in this part of London since before he was born, though he 
is new to this school, having recently transferred from another local school a few weeks 
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ago. He lives with his mother and father, and his older sister (17). He discusses his choices 
with his parents, just as his sister did. With his family he has travelled to Thailand and 
when we speak is looking forward to visiting Turkey: he would like to visit America. He 
plays football and rides his bike, and is a keen gamer. So far, the only optional GCSE he’s 
settled on is computing: as his father suggests, he has English, Science and Maths in any 
case, and if computing is something that helps as well, then that is all to the good. 

Erdal is keen to be a coder, and has started teaching himself the Python programming 
language in the evening. His primary motivation is to earn money without physical 
labour, and has learned from online forums that, “coding normally gets you anywhere, 
like by coding games for people and stuff like that, you can make easy money by like 
freelancing and stuff like that.” His GCSE in computing is not necessary for becoming a 
coder, he feels, but it would be an advantage in a competitive market. Erdal often frames 
the future as something he is competing for: another ambition is to be a gamer, streaming 
on Twitch and YouTube, but this is also a crowded field, as was football, an older 
ambition. With football, the competition seemed too strong: “these days, millions and 
millions of people are training to become a footballer and like, right now you’d think 
you’re probably good but there’s many people out there that are probably way better than 
you.” This might also be true for gaming: he is “quite a good gamer, like I’ve been in clans 
and stuff”, but many others are better. Gaming requires expensive equipment, too, 
because “people don’t want to be, watching someone play with just cheap equipment,” 
and he would be competing for attention against people who “already start by having, um, 
expensive equipment as their parents probably got them.” 

This is one stance Erdal demonstrates towards the future, seeing it as a competition in 
which accruing additional resources increases your advantage. It is challenging, making 
room to develop these resources: “also the thing about coding, sometimes other stuff 
could get in my way, because I also love like going out, and I don’t like staying in that 
much as well, so, that like puts me off learning it” 

Erdal has longer-term visions of the good life that this competition would enable: “I’m 
hoping to be a, um, at least um a tiny bit wealthy, and start a family as well…I love 
travelling too so I’d love to see like the world, go to different places.” He dreams of 
travelling the world with his laptop, writing code from different locations: “seeing many 
places but at the same time just on your laptop and like, doing your job.” The job doesn’t 
have to be coding. He would be a businessman or do something with engineering — the 
goal is to use a computer and avoid tiring physical labour. Erdal recognises that this is a 
different stance to the future, one that is less “realistic”: 

Yeah it seems like, when you daydream it just seems way easier, you just think of you 
being in a plane, coding and then arriving to a whole new country that you haven’t been 
in. But that’s i-but when you think about it more, erm realistically then you think about, 
but then you’d have to do where will you sleep where you, h-how’s it going to work out 
(Erdal_2_2019-07-03, Pos. 149) 

Erdal is aware that these visions might not work out (having GCSEs, even if they aren’t 
necessary, will give him a back-up plan). But so far these ideas of the future seem to offer 
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him sufficient direction to take concrete steps in the present, at least while his choices 
support multiple possible futures. 

5.2   Stances and orientations 

The notion of ‘stance’ as I use it here differs to the ‘future orientations’ described in the 
literature (see chapter 2). While there is some variety across the different disciplinary uses 
of the notion of ‘future orientations’, there is a tendency within the literature to talk 
about an individual’s orientation to the future as an unchanging quality that is constant 
across different contexts, either as an affective attribute (for example, optimism) or as a 
general capacity for imagining the future (as originally described in Nurmi, 1991’s 
influential framework). McKay et al. (2017) note a tendency within their field of 
psychology to assume that young people’s ideas of the future are indeed constant across 
‘domains’, and suggest four domains (health and wellbeing, global warming, school, and 
finance) across which they observe differences in the way young people approach the 
future. This is approaching the notion of ‘context’ that I work with here, though their 
questionnaire-based approach makes it difficult to say whether these are more topics 
about which young people have different ideas than they are social settings in which 
young people are situated. Earlier work (as reviewed by Poole & Cooney, 1987) uses the 
word ‘orientation’ in a much broader sense, distinguishing different aspects of ‘young 
people’s future orientation’ in ways that make the concept seem closer to what this 
project calls ‘ideas of the future’. To make a final observation on this literature, when 
researchers attend to the way young people move between different orientations to the 
future, they tend to look at stages in young people’s life courses, rather than movements 
within a conversation. One exception to this tendency is Tavory and Eliasoph (2013), who 
explore future orientations within interactions, at the micro-level of the protensions 
necessary for co-ordinating their interactions. This is closer to the scale of analysis 
represented in this project. But they use ‘orientation’ to refer to one of three general types 
of temporal orientation, rather than specific attitudes towards the future that an 
individual might have. 

‘Future orientation’, then, seems either too essentialist or too broad a term to describe the 
elements of young people’s attitudes towards the future that are of interest here. Instead, 
in this project I use the word ‘stance’ to keep in mind two characteristics of young people’s 
attitudes towards the future. One, that the stances adopted by young people towards the 
future are not fixed or essential, nor exclusive of each other, but attitudes that are the 
product of considering the future in a particular context, and so things that can be taken 
up or discarded as a conversation or train of thought moves through these contexts. Two, 
there is variety between individuals, whose individual histories and concerns shape the 
kind of stances that they adopt towards the future. In the interviews, then, these young 
people held distinctive stances towards the future, and were able to move between them 
fluently. 

So stances, as I describe them here, are particular to individuals. But, since these 
individuals inhabit a common social context, working with the future imaginaries at large 
within the society of which they are part, there are naturally some common elements 
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grounding their individual stances: imagining the future through a sequence of 
milestones, for example, as when young people consider the qualifications needed to take 
up a particular career. I am interested in the ways these generally-available orientations 
take on particular characters when employed by different young people — but it is to be 
expected that members of the same society have some aspects of their ideas of the future 
in common with each other. It is possible to recognise this shared background while still 
foregrounding what is distinctive to each young person, taking a middle path between 
either reducing individual stances to generic orientations, or trying to claim individuals 
always have distinct and unique ideas. 

For example, in the descriptions above, a number of interviewees describe what, following 
Inayatullah, I am calling “litany futures”, talking about technologically-determined 
futures, or biodiversity loss, or describing a personal future centred on family and 
material security. In some instances these litany futures lack detail and appear more as 
placeholders for an imagined future (for example, Jessica’s expectation of a job and 
husband). In others, such as Oluwatobi’s narrative of responsibility for his family, or 
Erdal’s characterisation of a ‘good job’, a standard future imaginary serves as the base for 
an individual narrative. The stance they have each adopted towards the future is to reach 
for a general, abstract image of the future, making use of a litany future — but for each it 
takes on a different character. 

In other places in the interviews, young people adopted a different stance. In the context 
of thinking about schooling and employment in the near-term, many represented the 
future as a series of conditional moments, in keeping with the mainstream educational 
framing of the future as a mechanical set of steps towards a goal: ‘if (I pass these GCSEs) 
then (I will go to university) in order to (become a doctor)’. This ‘if-then’ model is a 
standard future imaginary, which individual young people might adapt in their own ways. 
For some, the model might represent possibility, with options branching from each 
decision point. But for others, the value of this series lies in its capacity to reduce 
possibility, rather than enlarge it. Each future decision reduces the array of options that 
they see ahead of them, until finally they have arrived at a settled position. For Brian, each 
decision the football club takes brings him closer to the desired final position of a place on 
the first team. For Ilanah, university is a point at which options will collapse and be 
resolved into a final decision. 

5.3   Implicit ontologies of the future 

Finally, I describe some of the implicit ontological perspectives that appeared to underpin 
some young people’s stances towards the future, and comment on how these differ to the 
ontological assumptions underpinning the ‘magnetic futures’, ‘folk utilitarianism’, and 
‘policy pragmatism’ tendencies within the literature. 

Young people’s stances, then, draw on wider future imaginaries but are distinctly their 
own. The stances seen in these interviews, however, seemed in some cases not just to 
draw on these future imaginaries but also on some deeper underlying understanding of 
‘what the future is.’ That is to say, some stances appeared to depend on some implicit 
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ontological ground: for these young people to be able to adopt a particular stance towards 
the future, the future must be imagined to be a certain way. The idea that stances towards 
the future might depend on underlying ontological assumptions is not, in itself, a 
particularly notable observation. To give a general example, if one were to make a plan, 
one must assume that the future is open and undetermined, rather than fated. But the 
implicit ontological positions that were shared by some of the young people I spoke to 
were notable for the contrast they made with those underpinning the ‘standard model’ of 
the future I described in chapter 2. 

There were three broad positions I saw in the speech of some of the young people I spoke 
with. First, the future is the product of the reflexive subject. Second, the future is 
fundamentally unknowable. Third, the relationship between cause and effect is 
contingent. I am stating these very bluntly here for clarity: in the data, these positions are 
not so strongly articulated, being visible mainly through implication, and though they are 
visible within multiple young people’s speech, they are not held universally. The evidence 
for them is therefore tentative: nevertheless, they present a set of possibilities that are 
worth consideration. 

5.3.1   Futures produced by intention 

In these young people’s speech, there are a number of ways in which the thinking subject 
appears to be given a central role in producing the future. First, the principle source of 
uncertainty for a number of young people comes not from the external world but from 
themselves. Whatever their present preferences or goals, many were conscious of the 
possibility that their future selves would have different priorities, and so could leave the 
path imagined in our interviews to follow some other end. For these twelve and thirteen-
year-olds, what seems most uncertain is their own future desire: the question they appear 
to ask is not, ‘how certain is this to come true?’ but, ‘will I continue to think this way?’ 
They know that very recently they thought differently; they know that they are expected 
to change a great deal in the coming years. It makes sense to imagine that their preferred 
futures might change too. 

I know I want to study medicine there but like what if I make other-other choices? 
(Laila_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 148) 

I know what I want, but then I sometimes could change my mind, or like if, but it’s very 
unlikely I’ll change my mind, but there is a possibility I could (Ahlaam_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 
34-36) 

I know I want to be a doctor, because I like to help people, but in the future I might think 
differently (Ilanah_2_2019-07-12, Pos. 50) 

In Nadia’s words, “I might hate my job and then I did a degree in like that and, I-I don’t 
know, I’m going to be a different person then? I don’t really want to be a different person 
though, cause, er I’m happy with who I am right now.” 

Second, for some of these young people, setting goals brings the future into existence, 
somehow, where it didn’t previously exist. The future beyond that produced through 
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individual goals might be a category that can be referred to, but nothing meaningful can 
be said about it. This relation to the future echoes Mandich’s suggestion (Mandich, 2020, 
p. 9, building on Muzzetto, 2006, and Tada, 2018) that “the project makes the act and the 
acting meaningful” — I suggest that in the stances of some young people we see a parallel, 
prior, relation, in which the goal makes the future meaningful (a future is a necessary 
precursor to projection, after all). This takes place in different ways for different young 
people. For Brian, hard work reveals the future: the goal is something you take on faith 
and then your effort uncovers the route towards it. The key is that you “put your mind to 
something”, a phrase that captures the essential subjectivity of this relation. For Ahlaam, 
the mode through which an intentional subject relates to the future is care: caring about 
the future is identical with an intention to act in the future. This works the other way, 
too: without set goals, the future is opaque. Where some others use goals to make it 
possible to talk about the future, Halima suggests that the absence of an idea of “what I’ll 
be doing” makes it hard to think about the future, and skips over the process of decision-
making to describe a time when the future will be more knowable. 

5.3.2   Unknowable futures 

The idea that the future is unknowable underpinned a number of other young people’s 
stances. That is to say, by virtue of its nature the future cannot be known: this doesn’t 
seem to be an epistemic problem, a lack of knowledge that can be addressed with more 
investigation, but a consequence of something fundamental about the future itself. 
Amongst the young people I spoke with there was sometimes a sense not only of the 
future being uncertain, but their ideas about this uncertainty themselves being uncertain 
— a commitment to a kind of radical uncertainty, as seen in Luan, Halima and Emran’s 
talk above, and in others: 

A: But like in a way I don’t know, because it could like be better 

R: Mmhm? 

A: Or it could just be worse. You don’t really, you never know. (Ahlaam_1_2019-07-05, 
Pos. 282-284) 

— 

N: Um, I think expecting to do it is a- too much of a word cause you never know what’s 
going to happen (Nadia_1_2019-05-01, Pos. 66) 

5.3.3   Causes and effects 

A corollary of the position that only thinking subjects produce futures is that external 
forces are not involved in producing futures. For some young people, futures happen 
through people doing, or not doing things, and usually through the agency of the young 
person speaking. The idea that events might unfold and enable other events, or that 
futures might be contingent on events outside an individual’s reach, seemed noticeably 
absent. Even when asked directly about circumstances outside their own agency on which 
their futures might depend, some young people seemed to understand the question to be 
about their own actions. 
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R: …So why might it not go the way you want it to, what kind of factors might influence 
that outside you? 

C: Because, if you want to do something, and then you’re doing it, you might find that it’s 
not for you. (Ciara_2_2019-07-03, Pos. 163-164) 

— 

R: What, outside your control, might shape that future? 

E: Erm, yeah, you never know, I might die h h (Emran_1_2019-05-19, Pos. 117-118) 

Some stances adopted by my interviewees did include a recognition of external causes 
outside their own or others’ agency, whether the generic “obstacles” noted by Ahlaam 
(“there will be things in the way, but you just have to fight through”), or the more specific 
factors noted by Brian (how far you live from opportunities, personal wealth, 
relationships with others) and Adriana (the financial cost of access to university). Erdal 
suggests a broken laptop might stop him learning to code. Gideon describes an ‘all-else-
being-equal’ future in which a landmark building is built, provided the contractor faces 
no difficulties. Adam makes a distinction between “my future not the general future”, 
drawing a contrast not usually accessed in the stances that discuss general litany futures. 
But, in the talk produced through our interviews, this kind of recognition of structural 
causation was not the norm. The notion of there being events that give rise to other 
events outside individual human agency usually seemed absent. As Brannen and Nilsen 
point out (2005, p. 423), “the structural side of life is more often expressed in the silences 
which punctuate narratives. While the lives people live continue to be processually and 
contextually embedded, people may find the external and structural forces that shape 
their lives more difficult to comprehend and therefore talk about.” 

So it is not the case that every young person I spoke to lacked this sense of causation 
through structure as well as agency, but enough did that I was left with a sense that 
something was different between my sense of causation and theirs. This feeling was 
reinforced by the description, by some young people, of outcomes that might have been 
expected as surprising. Luan describes being surprised by an improvement in his science 
marks after making an effort to listen more in class and revise more at home: this was 
something he did with intention of improving his marks. 

L: Yeah yeah yeah, that surprised me, a lot because before I used to be a bit, like, erm a bit 
bad in science 

R: Ok 

L: So I’ve improved a lot like since I’ve started year 8 

R: Yeah. Congratulations 

L: Thank you h 

R: Did you do anything, to do that? Did you just carry on as normal and these marks 
appeared or 

L: I carried on as normal, just listening and focusing more on, on, in on what sir is saying 

R: Yep 

L: Like, revising sometimes at home, and finishing off all the sheets that our teacher gives 
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us 

R: Yeah, yeah. And what made you start to do that, was that something you were doing 
anyway or it 

L: Well, no, because as I checked around my tests I I got like, you know, and I gave my 
goal to be better in science like, focus more and get good grades (Luan_1_2019-05-15, Pos. 
136-146) 

Ilanah and Ahlaam both describe the results of tests as being “out of their hands” (Ilanah: 
”when I do the test it’s out of my hands, either I pass or I fail. Ahlaam: “when it comes to 
the results, it’s, I’m not in control”). In these examples, all concerned with test 
performance, young people recognised that some actions before the test (revising, 
working hard in class) are in their gift, yet see the effect to which these actions contribute 
as arbitrary. It is certainly believable that the connection between their effort and their 
final results is not always easy to perceive. They might be well aware of the potential for 
the marking authority to misunderstand their answer, or for them to have misunderstood 
a question, or for a teacher to simply be marking the tests while distracted. But still: to 
suggest the absence of any connection between effort and result seems to ignore the 
necessary (even if not sufficient) connection between their answering the questions and 
receiving a result. 

My intuitions about causation are what make this apparent belief amongst young people 
surprising, and of course these are the result of my own schooling and habitus. To my 
mind, what seems to be missing from all these implicit ontological positions is something 
like Mills’ (1959) “sociological imagination”, a sense of the individual situated within a 
wider set of social structures. But this might say more about the way my intuition has 
been shaped by a particular disciplinary view, and criticising these twelve- and thirteen-
year-olds for not working with the same conceptual repertoire as a sociologist would be to 
make the same error Bourdieu made (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992), when suggesting that 
reflexive thought is available only to sociologists, of mistaking the academy for real life, 
something he later called the “scholastic fallacy” (Bourdieu, 2000, p. 59). It might be that 
the difference between my intuition and the ontological assumptions implicit in some 
young people’s talk can be explained, perhaps by some realist account of causation that 
shows how it is possible for them and I to have formed the beliefs that we have. The 
difference between us may not be of any real consequence — except that these apparent 
beliefs about the contingency of causal connections also run counter to the standard 
model of the future I described in chapter 2. This standard model is grounded in a 
modernist understanding of cause and effect, in which greater effort leads to higher test 
results, and higher test results lead to greater educational opportunities, and greater 
educational opportunities are necessary to realise high aspirations. If there are young 
people in education who do not share the foundational assumptions of the system in 
which they are situated, that is something that education researchers and educators need 
to be aware of. 
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5.4   Conclusion 

This chapter addressed two of my research objectives: tracing empirically the ideas of the 
future that may be in young people’s internal conversations, and exploring how young 
people might move between different temporal contexts within the internal conversation. 
In it, I introduced the young people who spoke with me, offering a flavour of our 
conversations and sharing some of their ideas of the future. I developed the notion of 
‘stance’ to understand the movement of young people’s attention between different 
temporal contexts, describing the range of stances towards the future that they displayed 
in their speech, and drawing attention to the way these young people appeared able to 
move between multiple stances within our conversations. I noted, too, that these stances 
were not always consistent with each other, and observed that existing notions of ‘future 
orientation’ were not well-suited to capturing either the agility with which stances were 
adopted, or their diversity. I discussed some features of stances that were common to 
several of the young people I spoke with, and suggested that, while these young people 
naturally shared access to wider future imaginaries by virtue of dwelling in the same 
society, the ways in which these imaginaries were visible in their speech were distinctive 
and particular to them. 

In the final section, I drew a distinction between young people’s stances of the future and 
the implicit ontological assumptions about the future that appeared to underpin them. I 
suggested that some of these implicit ontologies of the future could be seen in several 
interviews with young people. These foregrounded the role of the reflexive subject in 
producing the future, to the exclusion of structural causes of future events and 
circumstances. Several interviews suggested that young people tacitly assumed that goals 
and intentions produce possibilities for future outcomes, or that all possible futures arose 
through the exercise of some personal agency, whether theirs or another actor’s. This 
emphasis on the reflexive subject appeared alongside two further positions. First, a 
commitment to the radical unknowability of the future, not through a lack of insight on 
the part of those imagining it but as a fundamental aspect of the future itself. And second, 
an apparent lack of commitment to there being a causal relationship between present or 
past actions towards some end, and the future realisation of that end. I noted that these 
ontological assumptions were markedly different to those underpinning the ways of 
describing young people’s relationship to the future I previously characterised as 
‘magnetic futures’, ‘folk utilitarianism’, and ‘policy pragmatism’. I consider possible 
implications of this for educators in the final discussion chapter. 
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6   Structures: the role of language in producing young 
people’s ideas of the future 

I suggested, in chapter 3, that language played a central role in producing the ideas of the 
future that appeared in young people’s internal conversations. Using the terminology of 
critical realism, I imagined language as a generative mechanism capable of producing talk 
about the future, by virtue of the lexical and grammatical structures that constitute it. 
These structures have been previously noted by Fleischmann (1982), who suggests that: “at 
any point in time a language will have at its disposal a variety of strategies (tense forms, 
aspectuals, modals, temporal qualifiers, or a combination of these devices) and mobilise a 
number of forms to express futurity” (Fleischmann 1982, p.2). It is these kinds of 
structures in language that my initial theoretical framework suggested might produce 
futurity within young people’s internal conversations. And it is these kinds of structures 
that are made visible through the research methods described in chapter 4, and which, I 
suggest here, enable the kind of talk about the future described in the previous chapter. 

This chapter presents the language structures producing futurity that I was able to 
discern in the talk of the young people I spoke to. In it, I address one of my research 
objectives in particular: to better understand the role of language in producing young 
people’s ideas of the future. I suggest that the way these young people spoke about the 
future involved a more complex relationship between past, present and future than the 
liner relationship appearing in accounts of magnetic futures, folk utilitarianism, or policy 
pragmatism. I identify a number of ways in which ideas of the future are implicit in 
temporal structures that are not directly concerned with the future, and show how 
temporal reference in young people’s talk is layered and relational. And I use the language 
structures I describe to trace some of the ways in which young people’s talk shifted 
between temporal contexts. I suggest that the future talk of the young people I spoke to 
takes place within a ‘thick present’ and ‘subjunctive space’. 

The chapter is organised in four sections. In the first section, I describe the principle of 
deixis, the means through which context-dependent reference is made in language, and 
illustrate the ways in which deictic structures such as tense are used as time markers in 
young people’s speech. In the second section, I describe how implicit futures can be 
produced through the temporal structures used by young people to describe rhythms and 
sequences, and introduce the idea of ‘ceteris paribus futures’, implicit futures that are 
necessary for a phrase to be meaningful but which are not directly referred to. In the third 
section, I describe the layering of temporal reference seen in young people’s talk about the 
future, and borrow from Stukenbrock’s (2014) notion of ‘laminated spatial deixis’ to 
introduce the idea of ‘laminated temporal deixis’. I describe, too, the concept of 
‘subjunctive space’, and use these notions in an analysis of young people’s talk, illustrating 
the shifts between temporal contexts that they make. In the final section I suggest that 
this layered temporality supports the idea of a ‘thick present’, in which the ongoing 
movement between temporal contexts, enabled by the relational nature of the future, 
produces a present with duration and depth. 

120



6.1   Deixis and time-shifting in language 

One of the principal mechanisms underlying the production of futurity in speech is 
deixis. There are many different ways in which deixis is apparent in spoken language, and 
most instances of deictic speech are not necessarily concerned with the future. But where 
speakers make reference to a set of circumstances that are, from a particular point of view, 
yet to occur, they are making the kinds of shifts in context that linguists describe as 
deixis. By ‘linguists’, I mean specifically the field of pragmatic linguistics, or pragmatics, 
which studies language as used by speakers, with internal states and beliefs, and different 
social relations to each other. This attention to the social context in which subjects are 
situated is something echoed in the model of thought and language I am working with 
here, and I have drawn on work in pragmatics in developing my understanding of deixis 
Bühler (1934/2011). But I am not trying to say all that the field of pragmatics might want to 
say about the texts here. 

Deixis is a form of indexical speech, or speech that points to something outside itself that 
is present in the context of its utterance, and so depends for its interpretation on that 
context. For example, successfully understanding what a speaker means when they refer 
to ‘this statue’, ‘those buttercups’, ‘last week’ or ‘my recent blogpost’ requires some 
knowledge of their surroundings: these utterances will have different references at 
different times and in different places. The first two examples, in which what is pointed at 
is present in the context in which the utterance is made, Bühler (Bühler, 1934/2011) 
describes, as demonstratio ad oculos, stressing its empirical nature. The second two, in 
which the entities referred to are not present, are examples of what he calls ‘Deixis am 
Phantasma’, or ‘deixis of the imagination’. (He identifies a third, anaphoric, mode of 
deixis, in which reference is made to entities within the narrative stream: for example, in 
this sentence, the second reference to it is anaphoric. But this is less relevant to the 
current purpose.) 

In this study, I am interested in examples of young people’s deictic speech that produce 
futurity in some way, and so am concerned principally with Bühler’s second mode, 
imagination-oriented deixis. This kind of deictic speech enables the young people I spoke 
with to refer to times and settings outside the context of the interview, and to refer to 
imagined and possible circumstances. I will briefly describe how deixis enabled these two 
important mechanisms below, with examples from interviews with young people. Before I 
do, I want to highlight some central features of deixis. 

Deixis is fundamentally subjective, which is to say (following Levinson, 2006) that the 
sentence ‘I am Richard Sandford’ is not captured fully by such paraphrases as ‘Richard 
Sandford is Richard Sandford’, or ‘The speaker of this sentence is Richard Sandford’: the 
first removes the indexical nature of the utterance, and the second moves the indexical 
reference from the speaking subject to the sentence itself. Deictic speech depends on the 
subject speaking for its meaning. Reflecting this, deictic speech has a centre from where 
reference is made, what Fillmore (1971) calls the ‘deictic anchor’ and Bühler (1934/2011, 
p. 146) the ‘origo’. Bühler (1934/2011, p. 117) describes the ‘I—here—now’ that form the 
centre of the deictic field, and which serve to orient the speaker in relative terms to other 
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objects in the field. This deictic centre is what grounds relations such as ‘in front of’, 
‘before’, ‘after’ and so on. These three dimensions of person, space and time have their 
own deictic times, such as ‘we’ or ‘you’ for person, ‘here’ or ‘this’ for space, or ‘now’ or 
‘later’ for time. It is a feature of spoken language that spatial deictics are often used to 
produce temporal deixis, with travel in time being conceptualised as movement in space 
(this is explored further by Moore, 2014). Discussions of the deictic field often make use of 
an imagined co-ordinate system, in which the origin (the person speaking) represents the 
anchor, that describes relative movement from this centre in both space and time 
(e.g. Lyons, 1977; Buhler, 1934/2011). Deictic reference is therefore always relative, not 
absolute. 

The way time is generally marked within English is through tensed speech. Tense is 
generally, with some exceptions, deictic, being employed to refer to a different time than 
that at which a sentence is produced. For reference to future times in English, there are a 
variety of familiar approaches, which work in combination with some elements of the 
grammatical categories of aspect and mood. I am not going to attempt an exhaustive 
description of these categories and the relations between them, since, for one thing, 
researchers in language tend not to believe this is possible given the difficulty of 
distinguishing between the kinds of work these relations do (e.g. Lyons, 1977), and, for 
another, my purpose here is not to make the case that English grammar generally allows 
for the creation of layered and complex ideas of the future, but that the young people I 
spoke to regularly made use of it to do so. I will make reference, then, to tense, aspect, 
mood and modality as they appear in the examples below, but I am not trying to 
contribute a linguistic analysis to the field of pragmatics. 

Referring to the future in English is generally accomplished with the use of some form of 
present tense with a time adverb, ‘going to’ or ‘about to’ (for the very near future), or 
modal verbs such as ‘will’. These have the effect of moving the deictic centre from the 
speaking time to some future time, with differing degrees of commitment and certainty. 
This general linguistic principle can be seen in these examples from young people’s talk: 

when I do the test (Ilanah) 

when I’m older (Ahlaam) 

that’s once we get older (Brian) 

Ilanah, Ahlaam and Brian illustrate the use of the simple present, ‘I do’. ‘I am’, ‘that is’ with 
times indicated by ‘when’ or ‘once’ and a future time. 

next year I’m going to pick my options (Luan) 

Because, the world has changed a lot so, I can’t imagine how much it’s going to change, 
like, when I’m thirty or something (Halima) 

I don’t know if I’m going to be here in September (Ahlaam) 

These examples of ‘going to’ from Luan, Halima and Ahlaam show it at work with specific 
time markers (’next year’, ‘when I’m thirty’, ‘in September’). 

once I do my GCSEs things will change (Sinead) 
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I’m hoping it will be a place where everyone’s happy (Adriana) 

I think it will help me in the future (Erdal) 

‘Will’ indicates a certain future, by itself, though might be moderated by ‘hope’ or ‘think’. 

I didn’t think it would come as useful, so I chose Mandarin (Adam) 

it’s not something that I would want to do with my future (Sinead) 

I never thought I would be interested in engineering (Brian) 

The modal verb ‘would’ can indicate a past future (discussed more below), as D illustrates, 
or some form of conjecture. 

I think I might choose art (Gideon) 

I might surprise myself (Adriana) 

I might hate my job (Nadia) 

‘Might’ is used to indicate possibility, and by extension uncertainty. 

Like, the next, fifteen, twenty years, I don’t know (Laila) 

that was at my primary school (Gideon) 

When I’m like in sixth form, or university (Halima) 

after, Olympics or whatever (Adam) 

There are a range of absolute and relative (deictic) time markers used in these examples. 
Laila refers to a specific duration but with a starting point relative to the time the phrase 
was spoken (indicated by ‘next’). Gideon uses a location to indicate (metonymically) a 
time. Halima uses the simple present ‘I am’ with ‘when’ to refer metonymically to some 
future time at which she attends a different education institution. Adam is metonymically 
referring to a future time when the Olympic Games take place, but rather than referring 
to a specific instance of the series (such as ‘Paris 2024’), in this instance he is referring to 
‘the ones I mean to compete in’. 

6.2   Emergent relations to the future 

In the examples above, the deictic forms of speech that refer to the future do so by 
pointing directly at it. But within young people’s speech there were moments when 
futures were evoked indirectly, by implication. I thought of these references to the future 
as emergent, in that they arise from the presence of other language structures and are 
produced by the interaction of these structures with the context in which they are used. 
In the following two sections I discuss the ideas of the future arising from rhythms and 
other forms of regularity, and from being revealed as an underlying assumption. 

6.2.1   Rhythms, sequences, routines and continual futures 

In the talk from the conversations I had with young people, there are different forms of 
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rhythms that produce futurity in their speech, regularities that within certain bounds and 
scope can be used to project futures. Sequences feature heavily, linear movements along a 
series of expected events, as do routines, which represent continuous repetition rather 
than progress along a line (though a routine such as athletic or music training might be 
practiced in order to make this kind of progress). In some cases, the young people I spoke 
to sometimes described a kind of ‘circling back’ to different activities, revisiting them in 
the light of changed experience. These rhythms structure relations to the future in 
different ways. Sequences offer a predictable and explicit set of landmarks along a path 
into the future. Routines are features of the present that, by virtue of their being routine, 
can be presumed in the absence of disruption to order the future. Both these project a 
future ‘forward’ through repetition: in contrast, the (less common) instances of ‘circling 
back’ illustrate a repetition produced by returning to a past moment. 

Here are some examples of sequences structuring the future in my interviewees speech. 

you know get the grades I want so hopefully I’m accepted into the A-levels that I want, 
you know, and then then the university I want hopefully, yeah, and get the job that I 
want (Emran) 

So, um, I think (1) so, as soon as I complete my GCSEs…I’ll be heading on to sixth form 
(Jessica) 

I think next ten years, got another four years of school here, plus another seven years in 
school so that is around ten years (Adriana) 

because it’s a lawyer then a barrister then a judge (Nadia) 

Sequences measure progress and make it visible: 

I’ve moved up really quickly, at the point, I stopped at stage six, and now I’m at stage nine 
and ten, which is the highest you can go (Jessica) 

I’m on grade 4 now (Laila) 

Each stage in a sequence may be a necessary condition for progression to the next: 

B: Well I need to get, I’m not in an academy yet, so I need to get into the academy, and 
then 

R: Ok. Southampton academy? 

B: Yep 

R: Ok 

B: And then, as, I get older, hopefully I get better, and then hopefully into the first team 

R: Right 

B: And then hopefully into, like when I’m like under 21 maybe I get into premier league. 
(Brian_1_2019-05-15, Pos. 68-74) 

— 

for you to be a doctor you have to do science (Ilanah) 

Sequences can reach back into the present, demanding work now: 
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Ah, just thinking like what to pick for options, because next year I’m going to pick my 
options, for year, for learning throughout year 9 year 10 and also year 11, and those 
options will be my, permanent options for GCSE, so (Luan) 

Sequences can give form to the past, or act as reference points for the present, sometimes 
reaching beyond the personal to wider social and planetary rhythms, such as calendars, 
birthdays or seasons: 

from year 2 to year 3 I, I was a good maths student (Luan) 

— 

A: I was kind of like born there, and then, erm, because we had to move houses, so then I 
moved, and my grandma as well because she lived in Kings Cross I’ll visit her often 

R: Yeah. Nice 

A: So then we had to move houses to Kings Cross, and then, I kind of just lived there 

R: Right 

A: And yeah 

R: And then Kin-and then to here (Ahlaam_1_2019-07-05, Pos. 132-137) 

— 

As soon as summer comes because right now it’s a bit cold (Erdal) 

Yeah my thirteenth birthday was last Friday (Gideon) 

I already did it because my birthday was on the twentieth of May (Adam) 

In contrast to sequences, which anticipate a series of actions, routines are a single action, 
undertaken many times. They are descriptions of a future in which a certain activity is 
ongoing, or implicit in present ongoing states, described using the simple present tense, 
and optionally a phrase such as ‘everyday’ or ‘usually’. That is, since this activity takes place 
under certain present conditions (like it being a Thursday), absent any indication to the 
contrary it might be assumed to be taking place if those conditions obtain in the future 
(like it being Thursday in a week’s time). 

Brian uses the simple present to describe a regular evening arrival. Adam and Jessica offer 
rhythms of different periodicity, from daily to weekly. 

I’m very busy, I get home at about nine-thirty (Brian) 

two to four times a week (Jessica) 

And, giving up my Sundays, which is the time I usually spend with family to learn 
Hebrew, because Hebrew school, is on a Sunday (Adam) 

Routines, notwithstanding the stable futures they imply, can be established to bring about 
new future circumstances: looked at within one temporal horizon, they are continuous, 
but the same events within a wider temporal horizon contribute to a progression. 

she was making me erm, reminding myself like how it, like do it twice, like do one 
question, answer it, then do a different question, and answer it. And if you keep on 
carrying on like that like, I keep on reminding myself like, I’m getting better (Luan) 
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I started training twice a week, and then after I won my first tournament I started going 
three times a week and now I’m up to five or six times a week (Adam) 

The rhythms constructed through routines and sequences were a common feature across 
all young people’s talk, perhaps unsurprisingly given the central role they play in 
organising time within contemporary Western society generally and in structuring formal 
education more specifically. In contrast, the circling pattern I describe here was not seen 
often. I note it as a possible form of the future, since I am paying attention to the capacity 
of language to produce ideas of the future. By ‘circling’ I mean to refer to instances where 
someone described coming back to an aspect of life from their past, meeting it again 
under different circumstances: this change in circumstance is what distinguishes this 
mode of relating to the future from repetition. For example, here Jessica rejoins her 
swimming training after some time away: 

so when I, joined swimming, it was a few years ago, and um, I did it, but, then I had to 
stop, because, we changed to another swimming place, so I stopped for about two years, 
and I rejoined, about four months ago (Jessica) 

And Nadia makes the same mistake (carelessness leading to an injury) twice, but with 
worse consequences the second time:  

>my mum said to like, take care next time? But instead I did the same mistake again and 
it was even worse so (Nadia) 

Revisiting past moments is not always chosen—these circumstances can be outside 
individual control: 

So like this is my second time moving (Ahlaam) 

‘Continual futures’ are, like routines, forms of language that implicitly structure the 
future through a description of a regular present. These are descriptions of circumstances 
that obtain at all times, indicated with a phrase like ‘always’. The common feature they 
have with routines is that they describe a future circumstance that is not bounded or 
complete but (within the scope of the description) a continuous state of affairs. But the 
examples have a greater reach and are more explicit about the eternal nature of the thing 
that’s ongoing—a vector or qualitative projection, smooth and whole, in contrast to the 
pixellated futures formed through regular events. 

Adriana describes a future goal that she has held consistently since she was younger. In 
the second example, she describes another goal (to be optimistic and positive) that she is 
continually striving to reach. Brian and Adam each describe a state of affairs that is 
eternally the case, and so will be true in the future (there is a utopian irony in that this 
ongoing state of affairs is one in which things might always have a better future). 

I’ve always since I was little wanted to design a house (Adriana) 

I’m always trying to be optimistic and positive (Adriana) 

there’s always room for improvement (Brian) 

because you’ll always have people in need (Adam) 
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Jessica describes an imagined future circumstance in which a limited form of employment 
is able to ‘keep me going’ — no limits are implied to this circumstance. 

So:, maybe, um, maybe like a small job? Just to keep me going (Jessica) 

Here Emran describes a regular possible future, using simple present qualified with 
‘sometimes’: it is not a regular occurrence, but it is a regular possibility: 

sometimes my mum has to pick me up from school (Emran) 

6.2.2   Tacit and ceteris paribus futures 

In our conversations I began to see another way of implicitly referencing a future within 
young people’s talk. Some phrases appeared to imply a kind of default future, an imagined 
‘ceteris paribus’ or ‘all things being equal’ future. It is a way of representing how things are 
expected to turn out: this is a working image of the future that will be arrived at if 
nothing changes (I think this is not the same thing as a ‘likely’ future, since there is no 
estimation of probability involved.) Such a ceteris paribus future can be referenced 
explicitly, of course, as Gideon and Erdal demonstrate: 

Like if a building’s being built, like the Jeddah Tower, say. Like, it probably apparently it’s 
going to be built in 2021, assuming nothing happens it probably is going to be built 
(Gideon) 

coding normally gets you anywhere (Erdal) 

But sometimes this kind of future becomes evident only through comparison, within an 
account of some event that is counter to this tacit default future, taking place earlier or 
later than it would have been expected to: 

I’ve already been scouted by a team (Brian) 

so when she was sixteen she left and she did uni, quite early (Adam) 

They found it hard, because they had to make an early decision (Ahlaam) 

I already know most of the things I want to choose (Sinead) 

Here, ‘already’ and ‘early’ signal events happening ahead of when they might be expected 
to have occurred: although it has not been mentioned in the conversation, for these 
phrases to make sense there must be a working model of the default future behind their 
use. The two key things here, for me, are first that the future is invoked ‘in relief’, acting 
as a precondition for a phrase to have meaning and so being summoned obliquely, rather 
than being referred to directly, and second that it is brought into being through its own 
negation: the description of an actual event reveals or produces a tacit future, which is 
made impossible by this same event. This apparent paradox brings to mind the kind of 
speculative processes that were introduced in chapter 3, and which will be taken up again 
in the next chapter. In its tacit and implicit nature it evokes the ‘covert prediction’ 
Fairclough describes in policy discourse (Fairclough, 2010, p. 286) 
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6.3   Layered time: laminated temporal deixis and subjunctive 
space 

Deixis allows a kind of time-travel that is both mundane and extraordinary. If I were to 
observe that I am writing these words and you are reading them, two claims that are 
necessarily true, I would bring us both together in a present that has nothing to do with 
calendar time. This is accomplished through first locating the deictic centre with me, and 
then shifting it to you. The deictic centre does not have to be fixed, in other words: it can 
move, or ‘shift’ Silverstein (1976), as the speaker imagines themselves in a different 
spatiotemporal context, and makes reference to other times and places from that point, 
rather than the ‘I-here-now’ associated with the act of speaking. For example, Jessica 
situates her and her mother’s regular runs ‘on the weekends’, and Adriana locates her 
desire to design a house in a time when she ‘was little’ — in each case the reference to the 
subject of the sentence is made from a different point to the speaking time. These shifts 
can be accomplished in a number of ways, and can produce complex, layered relationships 
between past, present and future in young people’s speech. In this section I describe, first, 
the single-layered shift that produces secondary tense. Second, I introduce the term 
‘laminated temporal deixis,’ following Stukenbrock’s (2014) account of laminated spatial 
deixis, to describe multi-layered shifts of the deictic centre. Finally I introduce the idea of 
‘subjunctive space’ to account for the imaginative references made by young people to 
times that cannot be part of 

6.3.1   Secondary tense: past-in-the-future and future-in-the-past 

Young people in the interviews often described past futures (future-in-the-future and 
past-in-the-future were less common). The following examples all use ‘was going to’ to 
refer to a past time in which particular future events were still to take place: 

I thought violin was going to be fun (Brian) 

It was like more difficult, erm, I knew it was going to be (Laila) 

like I knew, I was going to pass it (Ahlaam) 

I thought I was going to become a lawyer (Jessica) 

Sometimes a past future is indicated lexically rather than grammatically: in these 
examples, the future is indicated by the words ‘potential’ and ‘wanted’ (‘wanted’ is a past 
participle but it is the semantic content of ‘to want’ that invokes the future): 

saw that I had potential (Brian) 

when I was like younger I’ve always wanted to be a gamer (Erdal) 

When I was younger I didn’t know what I wanted to be, but, I, I wanted to be a doctor for 
like, a year I guess. (Halima) 

Past futures are not guaranteed to become presents, of course. Here, two young people 
use modal verbs to describe futures that did not transpire. Ahlaam did see her friends 
again, though this example describes a past time when she imagined a different future. 
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Adriana was entitled to a different future outcome than the one that happened. 

and all my best friends went there, and I thought that I would never see them again. 
(Ahlaam) 

But I should have come at least in the top three, my tai chi teacher said (Adriana) 

The tense system in English allows for reference to past-in-the-future (through the future 
perfect, or ‘will have’ accompanied by the past participle) and future-in-the-past (along 
with past-in-the-past, through the pluperfect, and future-in-the-future). These temporal 
relations are deictic when centred in relation to the speaking subject, so by ‘past’ here I 
mean ‘earlier’ (than the time of utterance) and by ‘future’, ‘after’. Lyons (Lyons, 1977, 
p. 659) notes the shared role of aspect and tense in describing these relations, and 
connects this to the capacity for ‘deictic projection’: “The speaker projects [themselves] 
backwards or forwards in time, as it were, into some other world, from which events 
appear to [them] as being in the past or in the future.” 

6.3.2   Laminated temporal deixis 

These examples of future-in-the-past move the deictic centre once, projecting the speaker 
to another time in their life. But references to temporal contexts are often more complex, 
layering multiple different time positions in the same utterances. Such contexts might 
also occupy a kind of ‘subjunctive space’, talking about alternatives, possibilities, what-
might-have-beens in ways that make it clear they reside on what might be thought of as 
an ‘alternate timeline’. In some cases, futures are produced implicitly, through being 
contrasted with an explicitly-described future. All these kinds of devices might be 
operating within the same sentence to produce a sense of futurity that can be fluid and 
unsettled. 

What is notable is that this complexity is not particularly remarkable, or apparently 
challenging to produce. Here are some examples from the interviews with young people 
of this kind of fuzzy, complex reference to the future (I’m looking at the language 
structures only, not trying to understand what the speaker meant, or whether they 
misspoke, at this point): 

Because once I do my GCSEs things will change (Sinead) 

“Once I do my GCSEs” is one temporal remove from the present, and when this future 
point is reached, another future will be available 

when I was a lot younger, like I didn’t know much, I didn’t know what I would become 
when I was older (Emran) 

“Younger” refers to a time before speaking. “Older” refers to a time after speaking, though 
from the earlier temporal position, leapfrogging over the present since they are still yet to 
“become” whatever it is that they do. 

These examples go some way towards illustrating the way speakers can jump around in 
time, and how possible futures need not be the explicit object of a sentence but can be 
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evoked with a word or two. 

Bühler makes a distinction between two main sorts of ‘deixis am Phantasma’ (Bühler, 
1934/2011, p. 150). Both involve a speaker constructing an imagined context beyond the 
immediate phenomenal setting through their speech. In one, the speaker remains 
embodied in this immediate setting and makes reference to things that are outside it, 
bringing them in to the immediate contextual frame (Bühler gives an example of 
imagining a new piece of furniture in the room currently occupied). In the other, the 
speaker projects themselves into the imagined context, embodying themselves in this 
setting and using it as a contextual frame for their speech. From this imagined vantage 
point they might make further deictic references, whose centre would then be this 
imagined point. The examples of past futures above illustrate how this can be achieved 
with tensed speech. 

There are three dimensions (person, time and space) of the ‘I-here-now’ deictic centre. 
Bühler (Bühler, 1934/2011, p. 149) suggests that the kind of imaginative displacement he 
describes might occur along any or all of these axes, allowing for the movement of the 
origo to another space, another time, or another person’s subjective experience, whether 
that be someone other than the speaker (‘putting yourself in someone else’s shoes’) or the 
speaker’s own imagined alternative self. As Stukenbrock (2014, p. 73) points out, this might 
involve alternative emotional or cognitive states of being, as much as physical states (and 
as previously discussed in chapter 2, this might play a central role in understanding the 
production of subjectivity within the internal conversation). 

Stukenbrock’s interest in imaginative deixis lies in the way it enables speakers and 
interlocutors to inhabit a ‘layered’ spatiotemporal context, in which reference (spoken and 
gestural) can be made to invented spaces while inhabiting a physical space (Stukenbrock, 
2014, p. 71). Insofar as this layering or lamination describes the nesting of successive 
deictic contexts, a similar capacity can be seen in the speech of the young people I spoke 
with, who moved between temporal and what I am going to call subjunctive space in 
describing their ideas of the future. 

6.3.3   Subjunctive space 

By ‘subjunctive space’, I mean the kind of imagined settings that are contingent, 
conditional, offered not as futures seriously entertained as futures, but as alternatives 
posited for the sake of an argument or to illustrate a principle, a world that is not-yet but 
that is not hypothesised in a way intended to suggest it might ever be. They have, by 
definition, not happened, and so in a trivial sense must necessarily about the future. But if 
the future is commonly reckoned to be ‘ahead’ in time, the kind of formations I have in 
mind create an alternative that is outside the timeline—perhaps, to extend the spatial 
metaphor, more to the side than ahead. I am appropriating the notion of ‘subjunctive’ 
from the subjunctive mood in which verbs are expressed, in English, when this kind of 
imagined context is produced. I’m using it to focus on the unreality of this imagined 
space, in contrast to the unactualised but real nature of other possible futures. Alongside 
the subjunctive and other irrealis verb modalities, this context is produced through 
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devices such as conditional clauses, and, at least in the conversations I had with young 
people, through tags such as ‘let’s say’, ‘oh…’, ‘like’, or ‘for example’ preceding speech set in 
this kind of context, which act as the wings to a stage on which another role is about to be 
inhabited: this is a kind of dramaturgical instance of deictic projection. 

6.3.4   Moving between temporal contexts 

The previous sections (6.3.1—6.3.3) described language structures seen in young people’s 
speech that shift the deictic centre to another temporal context: secondary tense, 
laminated deixis, and subjunctive space. The following six examples illustrate some of the 
ways in which young people made use of these language structures as they moved 
between these different kinds of contexts. For each, I present an extract from our 
conversation with the example text emphasised, then present this text broken and 
indented to show where contextual shifts take place. 

1 

Here Jessica is discussing the reasons behind here choosing German as a GCSE option. 

R: But when you made that choice, how-can you just talk me through how you made it? 

J: Well, um, so in year seven, we had a chance to learn all the languages, so first [R: ok] we 
started off with German, then we did, Spanish, then we, went on to Mandarin 

R: Yep 

J: And when I learnt German, the-when-as soon as I walked in to the class the teacher 
greeted me really nicely, and I said, ok then, and, hh I think it’s mainly because of the 
teacher? (Jessica_1_2019-07-05, Pos. 153-156) 

And Time of speaking

 when I learnt German move time to past context1

  the story begun and halted

  when
another displacement from past context1 to 

context2, nested within it - halted

  as soon as moving to chosen context2, nested

   I walked in to the class context2

   the teacher greeted me 
really nicely

event within context2

  and I said event within context2

   ok then event within context2

and, hh move back to time of speaking

I think it’s mainly because of the teacher? contribution in time of speaking
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She begins by establishing a general temporal context in the past (“when I learnt 
German”). After a couple of false starts, she begins a story that establishes a more precise 
temporal context within that general context (“as soon as I walked into the class”) and 
then uses a conjunction with non-linguistic elements (“and” followed by a pause and 
exhalation) to move back to the present of the interview. 

2 

In this extract, Erdal is responding to a question from me about when he first became 
aware of qualifications, and GCSEs in particular: he has just told me about his older sister 
studying media. 

R: And do you remember her making her choices? 

E: Um no not really, I was in primary and I didn’t really care about that stuff that much 

R: Right. So when do you think you sort of became aware of things like qualifications and 
GCSEs? 

E: I think it was like when I started year 7, because like all my teachers kept telling me 
that I have to get ready for my GCSEs and, I have to get started now 
(Erdal_1_2019-05-08, Pos. 37-40) 

He establishes a past temporal context (“when I started year 7”) and describes a 
continuous state of affairs (“kept telling me”) before describing two imperatives that were 
active at this past time, using the present tense to shift the deictic centre once more. 

3 

In this extract, Halima is responding to my question about her speaking with her family 
about her preferred career. 

R: So, will you talk to your parents about this as well as your cousins? 

I think speaking time 

it was like when I started year 7 reference from speaking time to past moment

 because like all my teachers kept telling me 
that

in this past context, continuous action (‘teachers 
kept telling me’)

  I have to get ready for my GCSEs
move from referring to past context to 

inhabiting past context, using present tense

 and

  I have to get started now
‘now’ refers not to speaking time but to past 

context - the current origo
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H: Yeah my mum as well and my dad, yeah 

R: What do you think they’ll say? Do you think they’ll have strong opinions or do you 
think they’ll just go with what you say? 

H: Er. Yeah, most of my family want me to, I right now I want to become a doctor, so, 
right now my cousin is doing medicine, at university, so I could ask him what fields 
you would need to do to become a doctor as well. (Halima_1_2019-06-26, Pos. 99-102) 

Halima establishes the present moment as the temporal context (“right now”) before 
making a reference to a future circumstance (“become a doctor”) and suggesting that 
bringing this about might be helped through a particular action. In describing this action 
she creates a nested future context: “I could ask him” sets up one step into the future, and 
“you would need to do” refers to action that seen from this future refers to a further 
future. 

4 

Here, Ilanah and I are starting the axes exercise, and discussing her thoughts on the 
degree to which she feels in control of the future. 

R: So just, in general, where would you put yourself on the control line, would you say 
you generally think the future’s in your hands, or would you say it’s generally out of your 
hands? Somewhere in between 

I: Yup somewhere in between here 

R: Ok so halfway along the self half, yeah, right, so it’s kind of mainly in your hands. Is 
that fair? Yeah, ok. Which bit isn’t in your hands, do you think? 

I: If, let’s say I’m doing my tests, like for GCSEs or A-levels, and I don’t, like I do the 
test, when I do the test it’s out of my hands, either I pass or I fail (Ilanah_2_2019-07-12, 
Pos. 39-42) 

I right now speaking time, present moment specified (‘right 
now’)

 I want to become a doctor present reference to a desired future. ‘Become’ 
is a process (rather than ‘be’) but is it meant that 
way? In any case, reference not to a point in time

so speaking time

right now my cousin is doing medicine ‘right now’, ‘is doing’ 

at university

 so I could ask him what fields ‘I could ask him’ establishes future context

  you would need to do ‘you would need’ a further future moment

to become a doctor as well
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5 

In this extract, Laila is describing her recollection of past ambitions and when she stopped 
wanting to be a lawyer. 

R: When you first thought-when you first knew, like the moment I want to be a doctor, 
was that the first time you’d had the thought, or did you think, did you notice yourself 
having changed your ambition? 

L: Yeah, like when I was thinking of being a lawyer, I was also thinking about, like, the 
other possibilities and like what else I could be, and then like I thought of oh maybe 
like I could be a doctor and then after way-afterway h, afterwards like I thought more 
about being a doctor and then, erm, the idea of becoming a lawyer kind of just got 
replaced (Laila_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 367-368) 

If From the speaking context, opening up a 
possibility

let’s say Establishing a hypothetical situation

 I’m doing my tests new context: doing exams

 like for GCSEs or A-levels

 and I don’t situation in this new context (interrupted)

 like I do the test revised situation in this new context

 when I do the test
new moment pointed at outside the speaking 

context

  it’s out of my hands what happens in this new context

  either I pass or I fail
describing possibilities/options that obtain 

within this new context

Yeah, like when Speaking time: specifying an example in the 
past

 I was thinking of being a lawyer past anchor: pointing to a past moment from 
the present, in which a possible future is in the 
process of being imagined (as opposed to ‘I thought 
of being…’)

 I was also thinking about, like another process ongoing at the same moment

 the other possibilities multiple other possibilities

 and like what else I could be
‘what else I could be’ - subject of this ongoing 

process

 and then I thought of after the ‘thinking of being’ process
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This is a response from Laila to my suggestion that sometimes one idea of the future 
might come to replace another. She provides an example, situated in a past (“like when”) 
in which multiple possibilities were under consideration (“I was also thinking about”): in 
this past, a subjunctive space is opened (“oh maybe like I could be a doctor”), after which 
this possibility is considered more frequently than the idea of being a lawyer. 

6 

In this extract, Emran and I are discussing the relationship between ideas of the future 
and action, in the context of some of the headlines in the news when we spoke. 

R: How, do you think people’s ideas of the future change how they act? Because on the 
one hand you’re talking about making choices because you want to be a neurosurgeon, 
but then on the other hand you’ve got people like Extinction Rebellion saying if we don’t 
do something then it’s going to turn out bad, and yet, you know you were saying people 
just aren’t taking, they’re taking notice but they’re not taking action 

E: Erm, I honestly think if the world gets worse then I think you know people finally 
start to take action, make better decisions, you know think about everyone, because 
you know if if you know for instance if one part of the world-sorry my voice kind of 
((COUGHS)) like for instance if erm I think if the world gets worse and people finally 
see these changes and you know, stop lying to themselves because um some people 
they’re like, for instance Donald Trump, he doesn’t he doesn’t believe in warming, 
which is something I find kind of stupid because it’s you know it’s clear, it’s happening, 
the world’s getting hotter, and you can feel it when you wake up, you know, when you 
walk down areas, you know (Emran_1_2019-05-19, Pos. 153-154) 

 oh
‘oh’ signifies a movement to inhabit the context 

described

  maybe like I could be a doctor
thinking of another possibility (within this 

context)

 and then after way-afterway h, afterwards 
like

another step in the sequence: 
‘afterwards’ (deictic reference to previous context of 
thinking of being a doctor)

 I thought more about being a doctor
‘I thought more’ - sense from ‘afterwards’ and 

the next ‘and then’ is that this is a process

 and then, erm final step

 the idea of becoming a lawyer kind of just 
got replaced

past tense

Erm, I honestly think speaking time

 if the world gets worse conditional structure: condition is about the 
future (‘gets worse’)
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This extended extract from Emran illustrates some of the ways that the general language 
structures presented in this chapter can be combined in ways that are characteristic of 
individual speech patterns. In my interviews with Emran it became clear that he made 
more use of subjunctive space that other interviewees, often with the “for instance” tag, 
and while he, like others, made use of nested temporal contexts, in his speech he often 
moved on to a new context without closing a conditional structure (as, for example, in 
sections 13 and 14). 

 then I think you know people finally start to 
take action

‘then’ consequence - implies also that people 
‘take action’ as a result of, and after, the world ‘gets 
worse’ (‘then’ clauses not necessarily temporally 
sequential)

 make better decisions
still in ‘if-then’ context: implicit comparison is 

with decision people make at the moment

  you know think about everyone
‘you know’ refers to the clause above, explaining 

it

because you know if if back to speaking time, expanding on this idea

 you know for instance if ‘for instance’ initiating an imagined context

 one part of the world still in this imagined context

-sorry my voice kind of ((COUGHS)) back to speaking time (physiology!)

  like for instance if erm back to establishing an imagined context

 I think if the world gets worse 
‘if’ restating earlier condition, returning to future 

image of a worsening world

 and people finally see these changes other conditions: ‘finally’ - end of a process

 and you know, stop lying to themselves

 because um some people they’re like
‘because um’ change of attention, signals 

example of people who need to stop lying to 
themselves

 for instance Donald Trump ‘for instance’ move to another context

  he doesn’t he doesn’t believe in 
warming

  which is something I find kind of 
stupid

  because it’s you know it’s clear, it’s 
happening, the world’s getting hotter,

‘getting hotter’ implicit future (as in, any future 
point will be hotter than previous points)

  and you can feel it when you wake 
up

  you know, when you walk down 
areas, you know
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6.4   Conclusion: thick presents, relative futures and 
subjunctive space 

This chapter explored the role of language in producing young people’s ideas of the 
future. In it, I described a number of features of young people’s talk that are employed 
when talking about the future: deixis and time-shifting, implicit futures, laminating, and 
subjunctive space. These are all ways in which futurity can be produced within the 
English language system, are ways that ideas of the future can be represented in speech, 
and so—I am suggesting here—within the internal conversation. They are instances of the 
generative mechanisms in language working to produce these ideas of the future. I am 
not claiming these individual expressions of ideas of the future depend solely on these 
language mechanisms—they depend particularly on the ends and concerns of the 
individual, on their affective and emotional circumstances, and on the social setting in 
which they come by these ideas. But I am claiming that ideas of the future have to be 
represented discursively, using the sorts of mechanisms we have just looked at. Language 
is necessary, though not sufficient, for ideas of the future to exist in the internal 
conversation. 

Taken together, these various mechanisms underpin two broader characteristics of the 
future as seen in these young people’s speech. First, the future is relative, not absolute. 
Whatever it is that these young people pointed at when they spoke about the future might 
equally well have been imagined as the past or present from some other position in time. 
The circumstances described are in the future in relation to another present. This present 
might be when the speaker is talking. But these circumstances being described might be 
‘the future’ in relation to another deictic centre: some point earlier or later than the 
moment of utterance, in the subjunctive space I described above, or in relation to another 
assumed, tacit future. The nature of the future produced in young people’s talk also 
depended on the context in which it arises. For example, routines, which are stable and 
repetitive temporal contexts, can be placed in the context of a larger temporal context 
which is not stable, inasmuch as it is progressing towards some goal. Thus at one scale, 
events can be part of a stable and unchanging context, in which the future is reliably more 
of the same, while at the other, the same events are part of an unstable, moving temporal 
context, in which the future will be different to today. 

Second, futurity is produced within a present that ought to be thought of as having a 
duration, a “thick present” Poli (2011). I have described occasions in our conversations 
where the temporal centre moved around, jumping fluently between pasts and futures. In 
a fleeting present which only marks the boundary between past and future, there is no 
room for this kind of temporal travel. But to my mind the kind of temporal travel seen in 
these examples of young people’s talk ought properly to be thought of as still part of the 
present, because it does not represent a sustained departure from the present moment, as 
prolonged reminiscence or prediction might do, instead being short journeys occasioned 
by what is presently at hand. The cumulative effect of this ongoing to and fro is to enlarge 
the duration of the present: not in the sense of occupying a greater distance on a timeline, 
but making it dense and fibrous with these multiple overlapping strands, rather as a 
designer when drafting might thicken a single line with repeated hatchings and scribbles. 
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7   Speculation: experimenting with the unfamiliar 

In my initial theoretical conception of the place of young people’s ideas of the future 
within their internal conversation, I suggested that there might be moments of 
discontinuity in moving between temporal contexts that call for reflexive or speculative 
thinking. Where the ideas of the future emerging from dispositional thought are not 
aligned with the present temporal context — where expectations and anticipations are 
contradicted by events — new ideas of the future from some other source are needed. For 
Bourdieu and Archer, this source is reflexive thinking. But, I suggested, following 
Savransky (2017), new ideas of the future might also arise through speculation. 
Consequently I made it one of my research aims to develop some insight into the 
speculative elements of young people’s ideas of the future, and in developing my 
methodology I set out to produce such speculative thinking in my interviews with young 
people. 

This chapter describes the outcomes of this aspect of my method, sharing the responses 
of young people to the sound exercise described in chapter 4. I begin by reflecting on the 
kind of thinking I was attempting to prompt through this method, characterising 
speculative thinking as going beyond what is present in some way, and as being outside 
language and reflexive thinking. Given that the interview method depends on 
interviewees reflexively producing language, I discuss here the necessarily experimental 
quality of my efforts to find this kind of thinking in the speech of young people. I go on, in 
the next section, to describe some of the ways the method varied in practice between 
interviewees, paying attention to the place young people had for themselves in their 
responses and some of the resources they drew on. The following section presents some 
examples of the narratives created by young people in response to the sounds they heard, 
after which I discuss some the affective elements associated with the sounds, and in 
particular the sense of the uncanny that accompanied unfamiliar sounds. In the next 
section, I discuss some of the accounts offered by young people of their experience of 
trying to produce images and narratives to accompany the sounds they heard, and 
recognise the importance of existing ideas for young people trying to create new ideas. 
For some young people, ideas already present through experience or culture were the raw 
material they combined into new forms. For others, existing associations with sounds 
prevented their being combined into new relations. In the final section, I build on this 
connection between the familiar and the unfamiliar to suggest two linked conclusions. 
First, for the young people I spoke with, speculative thinking begins with dispositional 
thinking, and the move from one to the other is made by degrees, not all at once. Second, 
despite this continuity, a fundamental difference was still apparent between the two 
modes. Dispositional thought generates possibilities within the bounds of how the world 
is already imagined. But speculation is necessarily concerned with a larger possibility, 
exploring how the world might be thought otherwise. 
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7.1   Speculation: excess and immanence 

To recognise speculative thinking in the texts of my interviews with young people, I drew 
on some key ideas from the accounts of speculation discussed in chapter 3 (Emirbayer & 
Mische, 1998, p. 989; Savransky, 2017; Savransky, Wilkie, & Rosengarten, 2017), principally 
notions of excess and immanence, to consider speculative thinking as a way of engaging 
with the world that makes use of the ever-present capacity to go beyond what is 
immediately presented to the subject. This might be a combinatorial process, fitting the 
existing pieces of the world together in an unseen or unimagined way (something like the 
experimentation described by Dewey, in Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 988) . Or it might 
be something closer to inspiration, leaving room within the internal conversation for a 
new idea to emerge, or for a new summons to be heard (Archer, 2007). Writers on 
speculative thought also identify another important characteristic of speculative thinking
—the way that it necessarily changes the world that is being thought about (e.g. Lury & 
Wakeford, 2012). Some, illustrating this, turn to Whitehead’s image of the aeroplane 
taking flight, to touch down again on a world changed by its flight (Stengers, 2014). I can’t 
see such a change in interviewees’ worlds, not with the method I have chosen, and nor 
perhaps could I expect to even with a different method. Perhaps it is possible that the 
images created by young people here stay with them, or provoke some affect that stays 
with them, and which later contributes to some other flowering of thought or action: this 
would certainly be one kind of work done by an idea of the future. But it is not one that I 
am able to see in action. 

In general, when looking for these speculative moments, rather than seeking exactly the 
mode of thinking described by Stengers and others following Whitehead, I am thinking 
about when language appears insufficient, or when existing frames and categories are not 
adequate, and the thing to be discussed (an idea, an experience) goes beyond and exceeds 
these boundaries. For an analysis based on text produced in an interview, this presents a 
challenge, in that language is exactly what is available to be examined. The language 
structures that generate futurity and possibility in speech, the focus of the last chapter, 
are open to me as a researcher. In contrast, the speculative processes of the young people I 
spoke to are hidden, and I have to find their traces in the text I have derived from our 
conversations. There are occasions where the reflexive nature of talking in an interview 
indicates some internal process or circumstance, even if the nature of this internal object 
is necessarily opaque: 

Mmh not really, this, n n I don’t really know how to explain it, but I think, um, more, 
higher sounds and like higher pitched sounds tend to mean that, it’s more happier, but 
lower pitch sounds are, more depressing I guess (Brian_2_2019-06-19, Pos. 131) 

Here Brian struggles to convey an internal thought—the fact that it is a struggle indicates 
that there is something prior to this effort that needs explanation but (at this moment) is 
beyond language 

R: Where do you think you are? 

L: A waterfall. Um, maybe like, I’m the only one there 
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R: Right 

L: And, um, like, um can’t really explain it like, um I’m the only one there, um .h yeah I 
don’t know how to explain it h (Laila_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 313-316) 

This particular combination of sounds, running water with a desert wind, evoke a 
particular affective sensation in Laila, one that she approximates as being ‘the only one 
there’ while also indicating the inadequacy of the description. It might be that there is a 
complete internal sense of the object available her, and the difficulty is in finding the 
words. Or it might be that the quality of being inexpressible is a part of the object, in the 
way that we might describe music as ‘evocative’ without specifying what is being evoked: a 
sense of its being hard to articulate might be integral to the feeling that she is discussing 
here. In any case, the language used is the product of reflexive consideration of a 
speculative process (one which may involve dispositional thinking to the extent that it 
draws on moods and tropes from wider discourses of the future). I am working with an 
analytic distinction between speculative, reflexive, and dispositional ideas of the future, 
but this exercise demonstrates the impossibility of empirically encountering these 
separately. 

These, and subsequent examples in this chapter, are drawn from the sound exercise 
intended to offer moments that call for speculation. 

There were moments outside this exercise where young people reflected on other 
speculative moments, such as daydreaming (after this was raised by early interviewees, I 
included questions on daydreams in subsequent interviews). Recognising the speculative 
aspects of these accounts was, unsurprisingly, less straightforward. Both within and 
outside the sound activity, noticing possible moments of speculative thinking in young 
people’s accounts was something I approached through a general approach to analysis 
that might itself, in part, be understood as speculative, and which I will briefly recap here 
following the description given in chapter 4. 

In researching young people’s ideas of the future, some of what I am interested in can be 
found in the pre-existing structures of the language we conducted the interviews in: 
when exploring the different ways in which deixis produces futurity in speech, as in the 
previous chapter, understanding young people’s utterances in the terms offered by the 
grammar of English is precisely what is necessary. But in trying to understand the place of 
these ideas within young people’s internal conversations, I am interested in where 
existing narratives of the future and young people (discourses of ‘aspiration’ and ‘choice’) 
are insufficient, since I began this project with the observation that they cannot account 
for the way ideas of the future contribute to the educational choices young people make. 
So rather than making use of categories and ideas drawn from these discourses to 
structure my analysis, instead I am trying to attend to the moments where they seem 
inadequate as ways of making sense of the data I have. I don’t mean that I am using them 
to define what I am interested in negatively. I mean just that I am trying to be sensitive to 
when these ways of understanding young people’s futures don’t seem adequate to what’s 
caught my interest: moments that don’t seem to fit the way young people’s educational 
futures are generally discussed in education research or policy, ways of speaking about the 
future or about choices upon which my attention snags. 
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While the theoretical elements of dispositional, reflexive and speculative thinking were 
established prior to this analysis, as was the language system on which the analysis of the 
previous chapter depended, the findings I share in this chapter and the next have been 
assembled from what ‘preoccupied’ me, moments in the empirical data that have made 
themselves felt in some way through their refusal to support the established ways of 
talking about young people’s ideas of the future. I call this ‘speculative’ since to my mind it 
involves just the kind of trust in thinking beyond what is already given that Wilkie and 
Stengers and colleagues describe, and it produces, on landing after my speculative jump 
(Halewood, 2014), a world that has been changed through this thinking, in the shape of a 
new understanding of how young people might relate to the future. I suggested above 
that I had no way of accessing any similar speculative process taking place within 
interviewees’ interior worlds. But given the role speculation has played in my making 
sense of their ideas of the future, I can’t say that it hasn’t played a similar role for them. 

7.2   Times and viewpoints 

The young people I spoke with responded differently to the exercise. Some found it hard. 
Others found it straightforward. The kind of stories, and the way they were produced, 
differed between them. Some of this variation is to do with how I introduced and framed 
the task, emphasising different aspects in different interviews, depending on how 
previous interviews proceeded. Each meeting was a new experiment, in some sense, 
trying to work out how best to support my interviewee to share what they had to share. 
One particular aspect of this exercise that evolved over the course of the interviews was 
my sense of the relationship between the images young people described and the future. 
Initially, I had imagined young people asking, in effect, ‘what future circumstance must be 
the case for these sounds to be heard in the future?’, and producing a story of imagined 
social change from the present to this future. Early in the series, however, it became clear 
that the task of imagining possible sources for the sounds they heard was sufficiently 
engaging, and the desire to tell a neat and tidy story about the underlying causal processes 
leading to their production was felt only by me. As a result, the relationship between the 
images described and some notion of the future varies between young people, and 
sometimes within a single interview. This has reinforced my sense of the blurred and 
undefined relationship between a linear sense of ‘the future’ as a time that comes after 
our present, and the kind of untimed thinking about possible worlds that in the previous 
chapter I described as ‘subjunctive space’. 

In general, the scenes produced by young people were snapshots, told in the present 
continuous tense, describing an ongoing situation. These examples are typical. 

… That sounds like maybe someone’s working, their computer breaks down and you can 
hear the people outside, maybe a river nearby, or it’s just a pipe (Adriana_2_2019-06-05, 
Pos. 231) 

— 

Probably people, probably soldiers are marching to like s-to like, the jungle, for instance, 
getting, water, you never know. (Oluwatobi_2_2019-05-22, Pos. 219) 
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— 

And someone’s taking a bubble bath-ooh or, someone has drums, like a mini drum in the 
bubble bath and they’re just banging it, yeah like they’re just playing the drums. And then 
like there’s some weird scary music in the background h h (Ahlaam_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 
300) 

Other scenes had a more complex temporal character, describing events before we 
arrived, or unfolding in a sequence. In our conversation, Ahlaam went on to describe two 
chapters in the future history of the area (“in 2019 it was like a relaxing place and 
everything, with all the like relaxing music and stuff, and then, in 2050, it just changed”). 
Gideon resolved tension between the affective qualities of different sounds through 
describing a transition between them: 

R: Ah, ok. Light and dark. What happens if you mix pads of different moods, does it make 
sense or does it a new mood, or does it not make sense? 

G: When I did pad 5 and 16 ((SOUNDS modem/chord)) like as I said it sounded like you’re 
going from a dark area, like somewhere that’s not that pleasant to be in, but then like 
going somewhere else (Gideon_1-2_2019-07-17, Pos. 411-412) 

Some young people placed themselves at the heart of their stories, at least for some of the 
exercise. Adriana constructed stories of her in her future profession from each sound: 

A: That reminds me of somewhere like, that makes me think of somewhere in China, 
maybe, yeah, because that sounds like music from China, and the instrument 

R: Sure 

A: Yeah so maybe working somewhere in China, maybe building a building there, 
designing a building there, maybe a structure ((SOUNDS bubbling)) That’s either, 
actually I think that’s like a-w-files, in a cupboard being rolled 

R: Oh nice, nice 

A: So maybe, erm, either me putting my files somewhere for a new building, or maybe 
someone else bringing files for me so I can do work (Adriana_2_2019-06-05, Pos. 171-175) 

— 

A: That kind of reminds me of an eerie horror, horror movie 

R: Does it? 

A: Background sound, because I can hear like static in the background as well. So maybe 
I’m designing a building for movies to be created in or something 
(Adriana_2_2019-06-05, Pos. 179-181) 

Adam similarly began the exercise in a central role, as in this example: 

((SOUNDS 4.8 birds.modem)) Me building a robot underneath a tree with birds hh .h 
(Adam_2_2019-07-12, Pos. 262-263) 

Other viewpoints and inner lives were imagined by some. Adam later imagined how 
people outside a noisy stadium feel (“the people inside are cheering, and the people 
outside are wondering what’s happening in the stadium”). Oluwatobi describes 
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commuters on a platform (”then there’s people talking, probably one of them saying, oh 
the train hurry up and stuff”). Laila took the opportunity to imagine being another kind 
of subject: 

L: Um. Um, like, you know how I said the birds they were flying away from the animals 
because they were scared? 

R: Yeah 

L: Um, maybe, like, we were the birds and we were running away from something bad, 
maybe a fire or like a flood or something (Laila 2 290-292) 

Some young people hinted at a family likeness between the act of remembering and the 
act of imagining. Emran uses memory as a way of relating to a half-familiar sound: 

E:((SOUNDS sufi)) erm, kind of like, I remember one time I ((INAUDIBLE)) in the Albert 
Hall? So it’s oh I’ve forgotten what it’s called, erm yeah I was going with a choir and then 
yeah and there was like a violin playing 

R: Oh right 

E: And it was a quiet empty room so you could hear the echo of it 

R: Wow ((SOUNDS sufi)) 

E: Oh this is it exactly on one ((INAUDIBLE)) yeah kind of like a orchestra, kind of, yeah 
or at least a stringed instrument (Emran_2_2019-06-19, Pos. 142-146) 

Luan similarly reaches for a memory to make sense of an unfamiliar sound— 

((SOUNDS desert/modem)) 

L: This one reminds me, don’t know where, I don’t know where but it, it does remind me 
something I couldn’t, the last like section of the theme I remember something like 

R: Really? 

L: Yeah 

R: But you can’t quite 

L: Yeah I can’t quite, you know, remember how it was, what it was 

R: Do you know where you were when you, when you did know what it was? 

L: No, at home, probably, I think so, or it was at school, I’m not a hundred percent sure 
(Luan_2_2019-07-03, Pos. 165-172) 

—and here offers a memory that can’t be a directly-recalled experience, raising the 
question of what it is that is being remembered, or what is meant here by ‘remind’: 

This one reminds me of like a, like an interaction with something from space 
(Luan_2_2019-07-03, Pos. 198) 

Film soundtracks were a common reference point for memories. 

R: Alright ((SOUNDS cat/modem/chord)) 

I: Reminds me of a sci-fi movie (Ilanah_2_2019-07-12, Pos. 139-140) 
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— 

Um ((SOUNDS choir/birds/chord)) um kind of reminds me of these movies where like, 
you’re in like a rainforest and there’s like birds chirping and, um, I forgot the name of the 
movie but it just makes me like remember that (Laila_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 254) 

— 

R: So did you, with some of those, maybe the stuff in the train station, late at night, 
deserted mall, was there a mood or a feeling that you might associate with those? 

E: Erm, quite tired. Tired, also kind of, for instance, you see in like, something that I don’t 
watch regularly are like anime movies, for instance like the Studio Ghibli movies, yeah 
erm, so like, it sounds kind of like one of those, or like a Pokemon movie, or something I 
don’t really watch. It kind of qualitates to like, tiredness, but then again like, I wouldn’t I 
wouldn’t say like I was on the edge of my seat but I’m kind of like, I’m a bit excited 
(Emran_2_2019-06-19, Pos. 213-214) 

7.3   “Something’s about to happen”: affective responses and 
tacit futures 

Most responses, however, from young people did not produce these kinds of complex 
narratives. Young people generally tended to focus on responding to individual sounds, 
identifying or naming them before attempting to describe any scenes they might 
soundtrack. When they did offer narratives, they were often simply descriptions of 
imagined sound sources coincidentally operating next to each other. Often, before a 
sound was named, its affective qualities were described, and in these descriptions a kind 
of composite affective response to the unknown or unidentifiable emerged. Sounds that 
couldn’t be named were strange, scary but still (for some) attractive. It was not always 
clear whether this uncanny mood was being ascribed to the sound itself or to the quality 
of its being unknown. 

R: Right, right. What about, erm ((SOUNDS cats/train/chord)) what picture comes into 
your mind? 

H: Erm, like some little animals, and then probably like, something with them but like, I 
don’t know like something mysterious (Halima_2_2019-07-17, Pos. 147-148) 

Here Halima describes an animal sound (the cats) and something unknown, not having 
any description to hand for the combination of a distorted train sound and synth chord: 
“mysterious” appears to describe the literal fact of its being a mystery as much as it 
indicates a quality of the sound. 

E: That seems like something that’s unnatural 

R: Yeah? 

E: ((SOUNDS space gibbons)) yeah, this one, seems like-ghosts, from like, eerie and, it’s 
weird (Erdal_2_2019-07-03, Pos. 63-65) 

— 

I don’t think I played this one ((SOUNDS space gibbons)) That kind of reminds me of a 
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creepy cave, or a horror house (Adriana_2_2019-06-05, Pos. 189) 

— 

A: Yeah I got it. So yeah um. Swiss Cottage, in 2050 is a very, very scary, like a dark place 
that no-one wants to go to any more 

R: Ok 

A: But like, some people still go there, you know, to like, you know just to like explore it 
and stuff, and yeah 

R: Yeah? That sounds cool. Er, I’m going to try for ((SOUNDS birds/chord/cat/train/
festival)) 

A: I’ve got it. Ok so like there’s, ooh ok ok so like in 2019, now, because you pressed these 
two, it was like a relaxing place at first 

R: Ok 

A: It’s like a storyline, so in 2019 it was like a relaxing place and everything, with all the 
like relaxing music and stuff, and then, in 2050, it just changed, people screaming and 
like horror and stuff 

R: Alright, wow. I was trying to leave it on a happy note, you know 

A: Hh hh (Ahlaam_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 328-336) 

— 

R: Alright. Nice. Ok. Let’s try some more, er, did you do this one ((SOUNDS sufi)) 

L: No. That makes me feel happy as well h ((SOUNDS space gibbons)) Lost 

R: Lost? 

L: Yeah 

R: Good lost or not good lost 

L: Like um an uncertain lost (Laila_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 215-220)) 

Weird. Ghastly. Uncertain. Lost. These examples show more of the uncanny and dark 
affective associations that some young people made with the sounds. Some of these are 
qualities of the imagined futures being described. But other instances seem to be more a 
response to the uncertain and inaccessible nature of the scene I asked them to describe. 
Brian manages to describe a scene with little reference to anything concrete, talking 
instead about the qualities of the scene and the inner world of the protagonist: 

R: Which ones do you think combine well together? ((SOUNDS storm/water)) 

B: Um 

R: So if that was a scene, in a film, about some future circumstance and that’s what the 
sound is, what do you think’s going on, how are the sounds connected, do you think? 

B: I-in the scene that? R: Like you’ve just painted a little picture in my ears, what’s the, 
what’s going on, do you think? 

B: Um, well, something’s obviously not gone right, I think 

R: Yeah? 

B: Yeah. Um. I think it’s one of those scenes where, it’s really dark, and they’re alone by 
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themselves 

R: Ok 

B: And then quite, um, they’re overthinking about a lot of things, everything 

R: Yeah 

B: And I think that, this combination interprets that (Brian_2_2019-06-19, Pos. 98-109) 

Even the specific elements (darkness, being alone) are mentioned as part of a class of 
setting (“one of those scenes”) rather than being particular to one. There is a sense that 
the scene itself is resisting interpretation. Laila offers a similarly absent future: 

R: How would that be if you were walking through the same buildings here but it’s like 
2050 

L: Um. If there were like, if there were no-one here, and it was like, the lights were out 
and the place was like kind of worn out, then I would just think back to like, um, all the 
memories and like, um, school and like (Laila_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 301-302) 

Here there is at least a setting, but the scene serves only to frame memories of her 
present-day experience. Gideon takes another approach, describing scenes that are 
heralded by the sounds and yet to make themselves available for description: 

G: Oh it sounds like a hospital, just realised. At first I was like someone going up in an 
elevator, like, you know 

R: Ah, yeah 

G: Like some sort, like I’m scared something’s about to happen, however and then I was 
just hospital, so yeah ((SOUNDS rapid banging, fractions of each sound)) ((SOUNDS 
choir/modem)) ((SOUNDS banging, playing with some sounds repeatedly)) 

R: Do you see anything there that makes you think of any pictures? 

G: Hmm ((SOUNDS chord)) this one’s kind of like this one ((SOUNDS choir)) pad 16, it’s 
kind of like this one, so like the same thing as that ((SOUNDS birds)) kind of sounds like, 
um, good like you’re happy, but like something’s about to happen, it has this like ooh 
sound 

R: Really? 

G: Yeah. Pad 12 ((SOUNDS modem/cat)) sounds like animals, like a, pad 6 sounds 
((SOUNDS train)) something is about to happen, or something just did happen, kind of 
like scary, like something just happened and people aren’t sure what happened. 
(Gideon_1-2_2019-07-17, Pos. 382-388) 

— 

G: ((SOUNDS festival/cheers)) Sounds like a big city centre, and like something about to, 
like something about to happen ((SOUNDS festival)) that’s the city centre one, that one’s 
just like people, it’s like being in the city centre, like something’s about to happen like in a 
marvel movie or something I don’t know 

R: A what? 

G: Marvel movie or something I don’t know. Something like that like something’s about 
to happen that’s extreme ((SOUNDS sufi/whale)) kind of sounds like ghosts this is like I 
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don’t know ((SOUNDS sufi)) reminds me of India for some reason, like imagine being 
somewhere, but then like this ((SOUNDS whale)) sounded like, makes it sound like 
something, oh no kind of makes it sound like, like something’s about to happen, even 
though I’ve said that many times, I think, yeah I have ((SOUNDS thunder/shop)) now 
you’re coming home at night, something, even though the hospital’s ((INAUDIBLE)) so 
like you’re going into a building when it’s rainy and stormy (Gideon_1-2_2019-07-17, Pos. 
398-400) 

The slippery and uncertain quality of the scene-in-itself is highlighted when Gideon 
suggests “something is about to happen, or something just did happen, kind of like scary, 
like something just happened and people aren’t sure what happened”: we got there too 
early, or we missed it, and in any case it’s not certain what it was. In its absence, the future 
described here echoes the tacit or ceteris paribus futures described in the previous 
chapter, visible only through the impression it leaves in language. Erdal also shares a 
scene with a similarly anticipatory character: 

((SOUNDS soldiers/cheering)) Er, that one seemed like some sort of like festival or, sort 
of concert, they were like waiting for somone to come out, like, because of the screaming 
and the, like, beat behind it as well (Erdal_2_2019-07-03, Pos. 84-85) 

There is something unapproachable at the core of these scenes, something unreadable at 
their centre. Words seem just to glide off it. 

The dark nature of some of the futures here is evident, and not simply as a response to 
uncertainty or the unknown. Some futures were imagined with a clear affective quality 
that tended towards the scary or negative. Perhaps this is a reflection of the presence of 
wider dystopian future narratives and a tendency to see the future as a time of struggle 
and disaster: perhaps it reflects the same kind of thrilling fascination with darkness that 
makes horror films and books so popular. Or it might reflect individual perspectives on 
the world, and be an indication of someone’s mindset at the point that we spoke, perhaps 
an indicator of stress or worry in some area of their life. I am not a therapist or counsellor, 
and was careful throughout to be mindful of the potential for our conversations to move 
into territory that would be better addressed by someone trained in speaking to young 
people about their fears or distress. I was mindful, too, of the potential for our 
conversations to touch on personal aspects of their lives that young people had not 
anticipated sharing, and had no intention of bringing to the conversation. Where it 
seemed as though we might approach a source of worry or upset, I acknowledged it (my 
intention was not to reject their contribution or shut things down in a way that suggested 
they had erred somehow) and moved to another topic. 

Nevertheless, our conversations suggested that it is important, in thinking about young 
people’s ideas of the future, to recognise that they have a full emotional palette, and that 
they ought to be allowed space to discuss the negative, the unpleasant, the dark and the 
strange, affects that might reflect some deeper view of the future or the present, or be 
held lightly and offered as a creative experiment. Young people included negative affective 
associations in their descriptions of imagined futures, in this sound exercise and more 
generally throughout the interviews. Those that did were able to move between different 
affective positions: the point here is that the future was not imagined as uniformly good 
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or bad, but that young people were able to employ a range of affective responses to the 
sounds they heard, and (in other parts of our interviews, to be discussed in the next 
chapter) to describe a range of different futures. One example of this occurred in my 
conversation with Adam, in which we treated putting together sounds to create particular 
feelings as an exercise: 

R: Ok. Can you, last couple, can you make me the most, unsettling, soundscape 

A: Let’s put ((SOUNDS 12.1 thunder/choir/modem)) I need one more ((SOUNDS 2.8 
whale)) ok ((SOUNDS 11.9 whale/thunder/choir)) I think, I could see it as animals being 
hunted and killed, and the weather’s horrible. And that’s their howls. 

R: Yeah alright, ok. Tick! [A: h h] How about, last one, um, can you make me the most, 
positive, [sound you can] 

A: Ok ((SOUNDS 7 whale/soldier/chord)) where’s the bird? 

R: I think that’s next to it actually 

A: Oh ((SOUNDS 5.3 birds/chord/modem)) 

R: Do you want me to hold that? Actually I’ll hold these two down and you can hold 
those 

A: Yeah ((SOUNDS 9.5 chord/birds/festival/)) ok. I think, in a nice countryside, you have, 
um, someone humming a tune? And a truck driving by, a train, train driving by, a country 
train, I think that’s quite nice. 

R: Yeah 

A: And you’re in the middle of that field, hearing that. (Adam_2_2019-07-12, Pos. 322-331) 

Laila contrasted her earlier association of ‘feeling lost’ with being certain: 

R: Alright, what about, er ((SOUNDS chord/festival/train)) see what I can ((SOUNDS 
chord/festival/modem/birds)) 

L: Those two are like really certain, I know, I know what I’m going to do 

R: Really, certain what you’re going to do? 

L: Yeah 

R: That’s nice ((SOUNDS chord/festival/water)) L: Yeah, really certain 

R: Alright ((SOUNDS water/festival/birds)) and how does that feel, if that was the future, 
round here? 

L: Um. Like future as in, like the world, or like 

R: What do you associate with those sounds? 

L: Um. Happiness (Laila_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 319-328) 

For Halima, the contrast was between calm and ‘unsafe’: 

H: This one is like celebration 

R: Yeah? 

H: Like, because people are cheering and clapping 
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R: Ok ((SOUNDS whale)) 

H: This one just makes me feel calm I guess ((SOUNDS soliders/thunder)) isn’t that one 
like thunder? 

R: I guess yeah could be ((SOUNDS thunder/space gibbons/sufi)) 

H: That one makes me feel calm as well ((SOUNDS modem/cat/train/shop/soldiers)) erm 
I think that’s like ((SOUNDS soldiers)) people marching or something 

R: Yeah? Ok Yeah. So what kind of environments do they make you think of, are there 
some that make you think of particular kinds of spaces? 

H: Erm. This one makes me feel like a happy environment 

R: The cheering one? Yeah ((SOUNDS space gibbons/soldiers)) 

H: This, makes me feel like a unsafe environment, like scary or something 

R: Sorry the soldiers make you feel safe or scared? 

H: Unsafe like. Because I feel like people would be marching or chasing me or something 
(Halima_2_2019-07-17, Pos. 104-116) 

Brian pragmatically associated higher pitches with happiness, and lower sounds with 
depression: 

Mmh not really, this, n n I don’t really know how to explain it, but I think, um, more, 
higher sounds and like higher pitched sounds tend to mean that, it’s more happier, but 
lower pitch sounds are, more depressing I guess (Brian_2_2019-06-19, Pos. 131) 

Gideon had a contrast between light and dark moods: 

R: So do you think there are some that are different moods to others? 

G: Yeah. Like pad 16 pad 1 are like light moods, and like pads 5 and 13 are dark ones 

R: Ah, ok. Light and dark. What happens if you mix pads of different moods, does it make 
sense or does it a new mood, or does it not make sense? 

G: When I did pad 5 and 16 ((SOUNDS modem/chord)) like as I said it sounded like you’re 
going from a dark area, like somewhere that’s not that pleasant to be in, but then like 
going somewhere else (Gideon_1-2_2019-07-17, Pos. 409-412) 

What was consistent throughout was the place of mood and affect at the root of a kind of 
hierarchy of creative sophistication. The simplest kind of response was just to name the 
mood a single sound might evoke. A single sound might be identified, tentatively or with 
confidence. Multiple sounds might produce just a description of mood, first, with some 
able to offer a narrative of different causes working alongside each other, and then a few 
able to produce a narrative involving interactions and relations between these imagined 
causes. Mood or affect seemed generally prior to narrative, something that was accessible 
when a description of a sound or sounds was not. 
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7.4   “There’s no real future sound”: constructing speculative 
futures 

In their accounts of how they produced these images, young people generally described 
some variation on having images arrive unbidden in their minds, prompted by the 
sounds, and actively working to combine these. Some found it straightforward to describe 
this mechanism. Sinead described coming up with a ‘theory’ about each sound: 

Ok. Alright. So, let’s just stop and think about that exercise, was that, straightforward? 
Was it easy? 

S: Um, yeah a bit 

R: How, did you find making the connections between different elements? 

S: Um. Because everything comes from a different sound, so just put them together and 
see what they might make 

R: Ok. And when you were thinking about what they might make, did things just kind of, 
pop into your mind, or were you kind of thinking through logically? 

S: Well, each separate thing, um, for each separate thing I came up with a different, 
theory and then I just put them together and see what they could make. 

R: Yeah ok. And where did that theory come from? 

S: Um, from my mind 

R: So it just kind of, arrived, you didn’t have to talk it through? 

S: Yeah (Sinead_2_2019-07-03, Pos. 249-258) 

Adam described a process of elimination to find the closest association with the sound: 

R: .h that makes sense. And so when you’re, letting ideas come, well are you letting them 
come or are you hunting them down? Are you kind of actively, trying to think it’s not that 
it could be this, might be that, or are you just kind of [staying quiet and letting things 
arrive] 

A: Erm I’m thinking of one, um, I’ll probably think of two or three ideas and then analyse 
each one quickly [R: ok] for example, for the, helicopter one, the three things I thought of 
was a wheel spinning, a helicopter whirring [R: mmhm] and um, what was the other one. 
Oh someone playing a musical instrument [R yeah] um the musical instrument one I had 
no idea of an instrument that made that whirring sound [R: mmhm mmhm] the wheel, 
mm I just, didn’t really think it was a wheel, so the last thing left was a helicopter and I 
think, it was, it was just elimination I just said, ok helicopter 

R: Ok. So it’s quite a logical process. 

A: Yeah definitely, I think-also linked to my OCD I have to think everything through 
before I say it (Adam_2_2019-07-12, Pos. 368-371) 

Gideon had no ready-to-hand theory or method, but discovered that distinguishing 
between the active and passive components of this process was not straightforward: 

R: Yeah. so when you were telling me what the different sounds made you think of 
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G: Yeah? 

R: Were you, was it like a logic puzzle where you were kind of like the sound was a puzzle 
and you had to solve it, or was it more that just ideas popped into your head whether you 
asked for them or not? 

G: Guess logic puzzle. How, I guess a bit of both actually 

R: Mmhm? 

G: Like sometimes, when I did all of them like that just popped in my head immediately. 
How some of them I had to really think. I mean when it’s just like a single one, ideas like 
just pop immediately, like only one though. When there’s a combination, I think the 
same. Guess when it’s more than three, actually I don’t know ((SOUNDS festival/cat/
choir/desert)) Maybe it’s just ideas pop into my head? But I remember trying to fix them 
together. Listen. I I think sometimes I have to think about them a bit more to find out, 
yeah (Gideon_1-2_2019-07-17, Pos. 485-490) 

This echoes the extract from Emran’s second interview above in which he moves between 
these modes, discerning associations and actively weaving them together in the service of 
the vision (a scene in a train station) taking shape through this process. It’s possible that, 
for some, my asking them to reflect on their process sounded as if I was suggesting that 
they ought to have some kind of method, a proper and legitimate way of going about the 
perhaps improper and out-of-school practice of speculating. In Adam and Sinead’s 
explanations above, for example, it might be possible to imagine something being 
retrofitted, accounted for after the fact. 

For other young people, the exercise was less complex, asking just that they recognise the 
images brought forth by the sounds. Ahlaam described ‘not noticing’ these ideas as they 
arrived: 

R: When you were trying to think of ideas, did you notice how they came into your 
mind? Or did they just kind of, pop in? 

A: Erm, I mean I , I thought of the sounds at first, and then I kind of just thought of an 
image, but like I didn’t really, I didn’t notice them just coming into mind, they just, came 
(Ahlaam_2_2019-07-10, Pos. 339-340) 

Adriana described sorting through past experiences to produce her scenes: 

For me it was quite easy because as soon as I heard like the first two seconds I’d 
immediately just think of a scenario that maybe reminded me of something that I’ve 
experienced or maybe something I saw in a movie (Adriana_2_2019-06-05, Pos. 247) 

What was striking in her images was the difference between settings with which she had 
no connection through experience, producing the examples described above in which she 
executes some design role, and those that elicit real memories, like camping: 

A: So maybe, erm, either me putting my files somewhere for a new building, or maybe 
someone else bringing files for me so I can do work ((SOUNDS crickets)) That sounds like 
in a forest really quiet, so maybe I’m just camping out, me with my family 

R: Do you like camping? 
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A: Yeah, I like it. I’ve gone once and I made my own fire (Adriana_2_2019-06-05, Pos. 
175-177) 

Creating new ideas, then, depended for these young people on the old ideas already 
present through culture or experience. For others, it was precisely these pre-existing ideas 
that prevented their being combined into something new. Erdal, for example, found that 
some combinations didn’t “make sense”, in that the associations he had for different 
sounds belonged to contradictory domains: 

R: Alright. I want to just to have a little think about what that was like. When I was 
asking you to make connections or to have ideas about what the sounds meant, was that 
easy or hard? 

E: Erm, it was hard because they was random noises and you’d have to think about like 
what they all could link to 

R: Yeah 

E: So it wouldn’t make sense saying erm, it sounded like erm, er maybe er war or 
something when there was like birds chirping and like, crowds something like that. 

R: Yeah, yeah right ok. But, for some of them, you did have a kind of picture 

E: Yeah 

R: Kind of come to you, and you were able to paint a little sketch of how that might 
happen 

E: Yeah 

R: Um, so, if it’s not logical, what kind of thinking was it that brought those ideas in? Did 
they just pop into your head? 

E: Erm, it was more of erm like your imagination and how you thought about the sounds, 
so, when you used the airhorn and the crowd, I automatically thought of like a concert or 

R: Right 

E: Yeah 

R: Right. Yeah yeah yeah, ok. So di-did you have to think about that or did it just appear? 

E: Er yeah just appeared to my mind because, erm, it made sense and yeah 
(Erdal_2_2019-07-03, Pos. 98-111) 

Ilanah was similarly arrested by the lack of meaning in some sounds: 

R: Alright. Why do you think I might have asked you to try that? 

H: To see what different types of futures I could think of 

R: Ok. Do you think that was a good idea, do you think it was possible, or do you think it 
was a big ask? 

H: Big ask 

R: What was hard about it? 

H: I didn’t know what half of it meant (Halima_2_2019-07-12, Pos. 145-150) 

Halima and Erdal here seem to be adopting the position that sounds can’t be meaningful 
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unless connected to something in experience: a meaningful sound needs some real 
referent. The ultimate missing referent would be something that hasn’t happened. So 
sounds of the future are an impossibility. Brian puts this position more plainly: 

I think, er, what could be a future, there’s no real future sound, I don’t think there’s a 
sound that could interpret the future, but I think it could definitely interpret the present, 
and definitely the past. (Brian_2_2019-06-19, Pos. 141) 

These ontological commitments prevent these young people from accepting the 
invitation to think abductively, to entertain a hypothesis about what may lie underneath 
the sound, or what it may evoke. 

7.5   Habitus as a speculative engine 

From this exercise, two dominant features of young people’s thinking assert themselves. 
One is the uncanny nature of the unknown, and the affective character of ideas that are 
for some reason present but out of reach, perhaps because they exist only as a feeling, or 
because they are not available to the language and categories with which someone makes 
sense of the world. The other is the combinatorial mechanism described by some young 
people, in which ideas associated with the sounds appear to them and are intentionally 
marshalled into some narrative form, in a kind of dialectical movement between modes of 
thinking. Underpinning each of these is the notion of familiarity. In the first, the lack of 
familiarity gives rise to the sensation of strangeness young people described as “odd” or 
“weird”. In the second, imagined familiarity with a sound produces the ideas with which 
they construct their scenes. 

What is familiar to us is so in large part through the workings of the habitus, the set of 
dispositions and associations individuals acquire through their being situated within a 
particular field. There are clues, in my conversations with young people, that point to the 
action of this dispositional mode of thinking: from the examples above, the “automatic” 
nature of the associations Erdal describes it, or the frictionless manner in which Ahlaam’s 
ideas arrived (“I didn’t notice them just coming into mind, they just came”) each seem to 
point to this kind of pre-reflexive thinking. Another sign might be the variety of labels 
assigned to individual sounds, such as the koto, which Halima calls a “zouk”, Emran a 
violin, and which is imagined to come from India, Pakistan, Japan, China, or simply 
“another country” (Oluwatobi): in the absence of a guiding label, young people’s own 
experiences and referents are drawn on to make sense of it. If a sound or combination of 
sounds “makes sense”, in Erdal’s words, they do so because of habitus. 

The purpose of the exercise was to offer instances of things not ‘making sense’, in the 
hope that young people would encounter a situation in which language was insufficient. 
In the introduction to this chapter, I suggested that this was a condition for speculative 
thinking. What seems clear from our conversations is that this speculative thinking 
depends on dispositional thinking, and that for the most part dispositional thinking is 
what young people reached for first, when faced with uncertainty (this is almost a 
tautology, of course, since dispositions are by definition what we reach for habitually). For 
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some, like Brian, Halima and Erdal, moving beyond this dispositional thinking was not 
possible in this setting. But, I suggest, those that were able to work with the unknown 
nature of the sounds they heard, to stretch the limits of the concepts they brought to bear 
on them, and to trust the combination of these concepts enough to follow them 
somewhere new, those young people were not engaged in a mode of thinking 
categorically distinct from dispositional thinking. Instead, it seems to me that they were 
able to work at greater distances from their dispositional thinking, making use of notions 
from the habitus to grasp the mood or tenor of the scene, or to work with symbolic and 
figurative associations from their enculturated experience, rather than confining 
themselves to the literal referent they assign a sound. While it might be analytically 
useful, then, to distinguish between ‘dispositional thinking’ and ‘speculative thinking’, 
empirically, at least in these cases, the latter depends on the former, which seems 
necessarily prior. 

Where does this leave daydreaming, or other ways of approaching Whitehead’s flight into 
the clouds? Without descending into a detailed metaphysical examination of the 
relationship between speculative thinking as philosophers know it, and the dispositional 
thinking enabled by the habitus, I think it is possible to imagine thinking at such a 
remove from one’s dispositions that all that tethers you are the most foundational aspects 
of culture, such as the language structures that produce the higher levels of interior 
dialogue. At these times, perhaps, you are so far from shore that what you’re doing looks 
like pure speculation or inspiration, and the encultured dispositions that make it possible 
are out of sight. When, for example, Adam is “just kind of zoned out”, or Ahlaam “just 
stare[s] into the walls”, both describe this type of awareness as not conscious. But still they 
are aware—afterwards—of thinking having gone on, since they can describe to me the 
contents of this unreflexive process (in Ahlaam’s case, “school drama”; in Adam’s, the 
location of a lost slipper). Adriana describes daydreaming as a source of potential 
“revelation”, making future ambitions clear: the insight arrives on waking, when she 
“snap[s] out of it”. It is possible for your mind to go on ahead of you, to carry on without 
you, and to rejoin the internal conversation at another point, or to wait for you to catch 
up and discover what ideas have arrived while you were away. 

When this happens, I suggest, we could consider it happening through the combined 
action of dispositional thinking and speculative thinking, each working to varying degrees 
and intensities at different times within an individual’s interior world — or at least, this 
seems a practical way of characterising the kinds of thinking that was discussed in my 
conversations with young people. This is a departure from the absolute distinction that 
(for example) Archer makes between reflexive thinking and “wordless meditation”, or that 
is sometimes made between habitus and reflexivity. Instead of a qualitative break between 
modes of thinking, I suggest that these conversations with young people might suggest a 
less abrupt, more layered relationship between them. Perhaps, when faced with the kind 
of crisis in dispositional thinking that requires us to experiment and make use of other 
ways of thinking, we do not turn all at once to another style of sense-making, but leave 
the mode we were employing by degrees, according to our capacity to do so. 

This is not to say that there is an equivalence between speculative and dispositional 
thought, only that the kind of experimentation that speculation involves begins with 
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dispositional thought. But in contrast to dispositional thought, which generates 
possibilities within the bounds of how the world is already imagined, speculation is 
necessarily concerned with a larger possibility, exploring how the world might be thought 
otherwise. Speculation, in the conversations I had with young people, seemed to be a 
source of ideas about alternative circumstances, unimagined and novel situations, ways of 
engaging with the world that were necessarily a departure from the ready-to-hand 
approaches. These ideas might invoke the category of the future, in that the realisation of 
any imagined alternative to the present must necessarily take place in a time after the 
present. They may also be about some aspect of the future. However, speculative 
consideration of the world, thinking about possibilities, is not the same thing as ideas of 
‘the future’, the discourses of careers, of planetary collapse, of technological development 
and personal fulfilment that young people draw on in reflecting about their future lives. 
Speculative ideas and ideas of the future might have much in common, but they do 
different work within young people’s internal conversations. 

7.6   Conclusion: connecting modes of thought 

In chapter 4 I described an experiment to produce what I imagined would be speculative 
thinking, in order to address my research objective of developing some new 
understanding of speculative thinking in young people’s internal conversations. This 
chapter has presented the responses of young people to this experiment, and described 
some of the characteristics of the talk they produced. I understood speculative thinking to 
involve an engagement with what lies outside the categories and language that structure 
everyday experience, presenting a challenge for empirical research methods. Despite the 
language-centred and reflexive nature of the exercise, there were moments where the 
presence of this kind of unsayable object of thought appeared to leave traces in the 
language of some young people, through the gaps around which young people spoke, and 
through the reported challenge of articulating what seemed to be known to them 
affectively rather than reflexively. 

Young people showed a wide variety of approaches to the sound exercise. In reflecting on 
the process of responding to the task, they illustrated a connection and a movement 
between dispositional thinking and speculative thinking, suggesting a gradual shift 
between modes rather than a distinct shift between them. This connection was not 
anticipated in my initial theoretical framework, though it is not inconsistent with the 
characterisation of the internal movement of the thinking subject. This refinement of my 
understanding of speculative thinking is an example of the movement between theory 
and empirical data that I described in chapter 3. 
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8   Discussion: young people’s ideas of the future in 
their internal conversation 

Throughout this study, I have been concerned with understanding the place of young 
people’s ideas of the future in their internal conversations. I had four objectives in this 
research: 

— to develop empirical methods for tracing the action of ideas of the future in young 
people’s internal conversations;  

— to better understand the role of language in producing young people’s ideas of the 
future;  

— to develop new insights into the speculative elements of young people’s ideas of the 
future, and;  

— to explore how young people might move between different temporal contexts within 
the internal conversation. 

In this final chapter, I bring together the findings presented in previous chapters to reflect 
on these objectives, and make the nature of the contribution made by this study clear. I 
begin with a summary of the findings under each research objective, describing the new 
ideas and understandings of young people’s ideas of the future that have emerged through 
the methods I developed. I go on to discuss the implicit ontological positions evident in 
some young people’s talk about the future, and present a summary of my revised 
theoretical framework, incorporating these new understandings. I outline the limitations 
of the study before describing what I believe the contribution of the research to be. 
Finally, I describe some of the questions raised by this study that might be addressed 
through further research, and discuss some of the implications for educators working 
with the future. 

8.1   Reflecting on research objectives 

This project began with the understanding that young people’s ideas of the future matter, 
particularly so given the role they play in young people’s educational decision-making. 
Previous research has established the importance of these ideas within young people’s 
decision-making, but (as I established in chapter 2) how they play this role within what 
Archer (2003) describes as the reflexive processes of the internal conversation is less well-
understood. This thesis has shared a description of how I sought to make visible ideas of 
the future and their role in the internal conversations of one particular group of young 
people. In this section, I relate the findings from previous chapters to each of my research 
objectives, and describe the ways in which I have revised my initial theoretical framework 
in the light of these findings. With regard to the first research objective, assessing the 
extent to which I succeeded in developing empirical methods to trace the action of young 
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people’s ideas of the future in their internal conversations is only possible after a 
consideration of the other three research objectives. With this in mind, I begin by 
reflecting on these — the role of language in producing young people’s ideas of the future, 
the place of speculation in young people’s ideas of the future, and young people’s 
movement between temporal contexts within their internal conversations — before 
coming finally to consider the first research objective in the light of these others. 

8.1.1   The role of language in producing young people’s ideas of the 
future 

The initial theoretical framework suggested that language might act as a generative 
mechanism — or a set of generative mechanisms — giving rise to ideas of the future 
within young people’s ideas of the future. In the speech produced through interviews with 
young people, I identified a set of lexicogrammatical structures that I suggest did work in 
this way, principally through the mechanism of deixis. Deixis is a linguistic term that 
describes pointing to other times and places outside the time and place of utterance. 
Deictic structures played a central role in the future-oriented speech of the young people 
I spoke to, not only through the tensed language that is perhaps most obviously 
associated with reference to other times, but also through enabling young people to refer 
to other imagined temporal contexts, such as different possible futures, or pasts that 
might have turned out differently. The temporal shifts that deixis enables also allow for 
the relocation of the speaker from the established temporal centre of their utterance to a 
new temporal centre, not only referring to another time but speaking as if it were the 
present moment. In the speech of the young people I spoke with, these movements 
resulted in nested or layered references to different times and imagined circumstances. I 
called this (following Stukenbrock, 2014) ‘laminated temporal deixis’. This capacity 
afforded by deictic language structures of relocating the speaker makes the futures in 
young people’s speech relative, rather than absolute. Deictic shifts of the speaker’s present 
rearrange the past and future around the new temporal centre. 

I suggested that this layered temporality contributed to the production of a ‘thick 
present’, a present that for young people had duration and in which there was room to 
move between multiple temporal centres. Alongside the layered interweaving of pasts, 
presents and futures, I identified another mechanism contributing to the thickening of 
the present: futures produced ‘in relief’. These references to the future are made by 
implication, either through the assumed extension of a sequence of events (such as 
regular weekly training), or by describing some departure from a tacitly-assumed future 
(signalled by word choices such as ‘early’, ‘yet’, or ‘already’). I called these default 
expectations ‘ceteris paribus’ futures, being the futures that are assumed to be unfolding, 
all things being equal. The references that revealed these ceteris paribus futures were 
made in, and tended to be about, the present — yet this was a present that depended on a 
particular idea of the future to be meaningful. Either through the projection of ongoing 
routines and rhythms into the present, or through the revelation of tacitly-assumed 
futures, the present in which young people spoke invoked and depended on ideas of the 
future. 
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Within young people’s speech, these layered, interwoven references and relocations to 
different temporal centres produced a present with duration and texture. Alongside this 
thick present, some of the talk about the future produced by young people was located in 
what I called ‘subjunctive space’, by extension from the grammatical mood used in 
English and many other languages to talk about the unreal and circumstances that are out 
of time. Utterances located within this subjunctive space were concerned with 
counterfactuals, hypotheticals and possibilities that were being imagined as alternatives, 
ideas of the future proposed for the sake of argument or to illustrate a point, rather than 
as plans or hopes. Movement in and out of this subjunctive space was accomplished 
through the deictic relocation described previously. Deixis can indicate imaginary spaces 
as well as times: frequently, the two are combined. (This blurring of the temporal and the 
spatial will be discussed in section 8.1.4, below). 

The temporal complexity of young people’s formation of ideas of the future is not 
generally recognised in the various accounts that I have grouped under the umbrella of 
the ‘standard model’, with its linear conception of time moving from past to present to 
future. In section 8.1.6 below I will consider why we might want to imagine young people 
locating their talk about the future within a ‘thick present’, and think about what might 
be gained in distinguishing a ‘subjunctive space’. At this point, with respect to the research 
objective of better understanding the role of language in producing young people’s 
futures, I want just to suggest that recognising language as a generative mechanism, and 
paying attention to specific language structures within these young people’s speech, has 
allowed me to describe a number of aspects of the way they produced futurity which have 
not, to my knowledge, been described in previous work addressing young people’s ideas of 
the future. It may also be that this account of deictic movement within the internal 
conversation is theoretically useful as a way of elaborating Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998) 
account of how agents move between temporal orientations, though this is not the 
primary concern of the present research. 

8.1.2   Exploring speculation in young people’s ideas of the future 

The roles of dispositional and reflexive thinking in producing young people’s ideas of the 
future have, as we saw in chapter 2, been explored by much previous research. The role of 
speculative thinking has historically received less attention from researchers concerned 
with young people’s ideas of the future, being something researchers have only recently 
engaged with (e.g. Carabelli & Lyon, 2016). By including speculative thought as a source of 
ideas of the future within my initial framework, and seeking to produce empirical data 
that might illuminate something of the way speculation might work within the internal 
conversation, this study aimed to contribute to this emerging area of interest. 

Attempting to produce empirical traces of speculative thinking presents methodological 
challenges (as I will discuss below). The sound exercise was intended to provide 
opportunities for speculation, offering a task that demanded interviewees go beyond what 
was immediately present to them. By asking them to create a narrative from unfamiliar 
and unidentified sounds, I hoped to engineer a gap between the immediate context and 
the ideas of the future that young people had ready to hand through their dispositional 
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thinking, or that they could deduce through reflexive thinking. To produce ideas of the 
future from these novel and unknown sounds, I hoped, young people would have to reach 
for speculation. 

There were indications that, to some extent, for some young people, this is what 
happened. I described in chapter 7 some of the ways in which their speech indicated an 
effort to articulate some process or idea resisted easy translation into reflexive speech, 
which I suggested might be an indicator of the kind of thinking the exercise set out to 
stimulate. I described, too, the ways in which being faced with uncertainty and the 
unknown appeared to provoke a particular affective response, centred on the uncanny. 
Some young people provided rich narratives, which took elements from the sounds used 
and extended them into something new and surprising (at least they were to me, and I 
think perhaps sometimes also to them) — this, to me, was what I might have expected to 
see arise from speculative thinking. Some told stories with an absence at their centre, a 
kind of slippery future visible through the descriptions of its edges. There were signs here 
of the kind of affective processes and limits to language that other writers (e.g. Savransky, 
2017) have associated with speculative thinking. So there is a case to be made that this 
method was successful in creating the conditions for some kind of speculative thought. 

The purpose for doing this, beyond the methodological interest in attempting to prompt 
such thinking, and the insights obtained into some of the characteristics of these young 
people’s speculation, was to attempt to better understand the place of speculative 
thinking alongside dispositional and speculative modes of thinking about the future 
within young people’s internal conversation. Here, the reflexive accounts young people 
offered of their responses to the sound exercise suggested that, when faced with the novel 
and unidentified sounds, their first move was to draw on dispositional thinking, seeking 
to make the unfamiliar familiar. For some, this was the limit of their engagement. Others 
seemed able to stretch the boundaries of the categories they used to make sense of the 
sounds, working at progressively greater distances from their dispositional thought, 
bootstrapping their way into new ideas through metaphor, drawing on existing memories 
and cultural associations to ‘remember’ novel settings and atmospheres. For these young 
people, dispositional thinking seemed to move into speculative thinking by degrees. 
Rather than employing one mode over another, the move between the two was 
something blurred and gradual. This is not to say that they are not, in the data, eventually 
distinguishable — at the end of this process, speculation is distinct from dispositional 
thought. But they seemed related in ways not often recognised by the literature dealing 
with habitus and reflexivity. For these young people, habitus acted as an engine of 
speculation. 

8.1.3   Moving between temporal contexts 

In developing the initial theoretical framework for this research, I drew on a number of 
different ways of thinking about the internal orientation of the thinking subject to the 
context informing their action Carabelli & Lyon (2016). I suggested that it would be 
important to recognise that an orientation towards a particular setting includes, as 
Bourdieu points out (e.g Bourdieu, 1990, p. 53), an anticipated outcome of the interaction 
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between agent and setting. I reserved the word ‘stance’, with its echo of ‘hexis’ (Bourdieu, 
1990, p. 69) to describe this general relationship between individual young people and the 
contexts in which they act, though the nature of this relationship and how it might 
feature in the internal conversation were not described in the framework. A stance 
towards a particular context is also necessarily a stance towards some imagined future. 

Young people’s talk about the future featured a number of different contexts of action. By 
‘context’, I mean the immediate setting itself, the real or imagined situation which 
demanded some idea of the future: this might be the current context of being asked to 
choose subjects for GCSE examinations, or a past circumstance in which events might 
have unfolded differently, or an imagined setting in which another choice might have to 
be made. This setting is placed in time relative to the time of speaking, and has a duration 
(that is, it might be an ongoing circumstance, or be a short-lived event). Contexts are 
relational, in that individuals are situated in a particular set of social relations, with 
attendant concerns and obligations and possibilities for action. These qualities are 
captured in Emirbayer and Mische’s phrase, “temporal-relational context” (Emirbayer & 
Mische, 1998, p. 969), though for ease of reading I am using the phrase ‘temporal context’ 
to refer to this kind of situated context, emphasising their timed nature to connect them 
to the notion of the thick present. 

The contexts apparent in the speech of young people are representations of the real or 
imagined contexts, not the contexts themselves: I analysed the language they used to talk 
to me about different settings, rather than (say) observing them acting in their lived lives. 
The movements in and out of these contexts that are accessible to my analysis, then, are 
accomplished through the deictic structures mentioned above (section 8.1.2). I am not 
discussing their movements from one part of their social lives to another. My interest was 
in the way young people might move between them within their internal conversations. 
As discussed in section 8.1.1 above, I imagined that the movements between contexts seen 
in their external language would be analogous to those taking place in their internal 
conversations. 

Individual young people I spoke with displayed a range of different stances. Brian adopted 
a rational planning stance in the context of thinking about his sporting career, and then 
in the context of thinking about his good fortune in having the opportunity to aim for a 
professional sporting career adopted a more fatalistic stance. Laila was curious about the 
future and the signs of it she sees around her — hi-tech futures from films, parents going 
to work as she might one day. In the context of thinking about the future as an object of 
study, she adopted an open and enquiring stance. Separately, the future appears opaque 
and unknowable, associated with feelings of doubt and nervousness: this stance appeared 
in the context of thinking about choices and decisions. Oluwatobi, when thinking about 
his own future, sees children and a church community as given, but when thinking about 
the future more widely emphasises uncertainty and possibility. Ahlaam, when thinking 
about her friend’s choices, took up a moral stance, emphasising the duty of taking 
responsibility for your future. The stances adopted towards any given setting, and the 
anticipated futures that inform them, shape the avenues for action that are visible. This 
aligns with my reading of the accounts of agency discussed in chapter 3 from Bourdieu, 
Archer, and Emirbayer and Mische. 
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In many respects, these individual stances echo broader future narratives recorded by 
previous researchers (see chapter 2 section 2.1.1). There were common aspects across the 
stances of the young people I spoke with, whether the reproduction of litany futures and 
technology-driven future imaginaries, a use of planning and sequencing to order future 
biographies, or a commitment to the uncertainty of the future. In the contexts in which 
each example arose, these common aspects took on a distinct, individual character for 
many young people. Brian’s fatalism, for example, has a particular meaning for him and 
his family in light of the stakes at hand. Laila’s interest in the images of the future 
surrounding her was echoed by others, but not with the same kind of curiosity. Ahlaam’s 
emphasis on the general duty to take responsibility for the future is situated within her 
concern for her friends. Shared future imaginaries were, unsurprisingly, visible 
throughout young peoples’ talk. But in the context of particular lives, future imaginaries 
shared by members of a common society take on a distinctive character. 

In particular, I saw the co-existence of positive personal futures with negative global 
futures, something Threadgold (2012) describes as “two-track futures” and Cook (2016a) 
calls “incongruous” (see also chapter 2, section 2.1.1). It would be possible to describe the 
future narratives seen in these young people’s talk in the same terms. But my suggestion is 
that thinking with stances allows a way through this contradiction. By recognising that 
each view of the future belongs to a particular context, the need to ‘resolve’ futures that 
are seemingly contradictory is removed: the different narratives that young people offer 
belong to different temporal contexts, and are not being held simultaneously. This view is 
bolstered, I suggest, by considering the ease with which young people moved between 
stances and contexts, taking up stances and putting them down as the focus of our 
conversation shifted, at the level of sentences and clauses. By thinking of stances towards 
the future as situated within particular contexts, by thinking of them as temporary and 
contingent positions towards the future that follow each other easily and fluidly, there is 
less reason to try and imagine them as congruent, and the apparent contradiction falls 
away. Instead of trying to make different future stances cohere, we might rather ask what 
it means to have different futures in different contexts. 

Stance offers a middle ground between attempting to claim that individual orientations to 
the future can be reduced to essential and generic types, or trying to demonstrate that 
individual orientations to the future are unique. Stances are adopted towards the 
immediate context of action, which will always be particular at that moment to 
individuals. But they construct this stance using the anticipations available to them 
through dispositional thinking, drawing on the ready-to-hand futures already present in 
their internal conversation, alongside any ideas of the future produced through reflexive 
and speculative thinking. 

8.1.4   Empirical traces of young people’s ideas of the future 

Previous work in education research and in sociological studies of the future has noted 
the methodological challenges of investigating internal states, speculative ideas, and the 
future (e.g., Coleman & Tutton, 2017; Lyon & Carabelli, 2015). In developing empirical 
methods for tracing young people’s ideas of the future, then, I am joining these ongoing 
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efforts to produce knowledge about something that is acknowledged as not being a 
straightforward object of enquiry. I adopted a theoretical approach that suggested young 
people’s ideas of the future would be produced through language within their internal 
conversation, and through affect and emotion in their pre-reflexive interior processes. I 
adopted a methodological approach that recognised the necessity of working with young 
people to intentionally produce talk concerning their ideas of the future. From these 
theoretical and methodological bases I developed methods that I employed with young 
people to produce such talk about the future. Given the methodological challenge of 
researching the future, it is worth taking the time to ask: what was this talk empirical 
evidence of, exactly? 

The principal method I employed was the interview. As I observed in chapter 4, the 
interview has been used by a number of researchers with an interest in the internal 
conversation (e.g., Archer, 2003; Caetano, 2015; Maxwell & Aggleton, 2014). Interviews 
demand that participants reflexively form a representation of some inner state and 
communicate this to the interviewer. When the object of the research is some external 
aspect of the social world, this method is not considered particularly remarkable. When 
the object of research is something internal and private to the participant, the 
participant’s reflexive interpretation of their inner states becomes more relevant, and the 
question of what is ‘really’ being captured arises. How far can one make claims about 
someone’s internal conversation from what that person says about it? In the context of 
the present study, this question takes on a different quality in each of the three methods I 
made use of. 

In the initial interview, participants were implicitly asked (by virtue of the nature of the 
interaction) to reflect on their inner ideas about the topics of my questions, in the normal 
way of interviews. When I asked about their expectations, for example, or a time when 
they’d been surprised at a particular outcome, or what subjects they were planning to take 
in their GCSE examinations, young people needed to reflexively consider their interior 
ideas of the future and represent them to me in their speech. Sometimes, this might 
involve a straightforward reporting of well-established ideas of the future: perhaps they 
knew what subjects they wanted to take at GCSE, and could tell me. At other times, my 
questions might not have been answerable with their current ready-to-hand ideas — 
perhaps they had not thought about the question previously — and a greater level of 
reflexive consideration would be necessary, perhaps to answer a question that they had 
not previously thought about. But in general, the reflexively-produced speech they shared 
with me was concerned with ideas of the future that my framework suggests would have 
been produced through dispositional thinking. 

In the axes exercise, the aim of the method was to encourage participants to explicitly 
consider on the way they reflect on the future, and to consider alternative ways of 
reflecting on the future. This involved not only the kind of reflexive thinking that is a 
necessary part of speaking to another person—we might call this the ‘background 
reflexivity’ that accompanies any interview—but also the reflexive thinking necessary to 
engage with my question (to the extent that particular participants did so). 

So in both these methods, as a necessary part of speaking to me, young people will have 
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undertaken some kind of reflexive interpretation of their interior state. Archer (2003, p. 
154) points out that this moment of reflexive interpretation between the interior life of 
the mind and exterior speech does not generally provide a reason to doubt our capacity to 
communicate. Caetano (2015, p. 230) acknowledges that researchers exploring subjects’ 
interior processes need to recognise this interpretive moment, but suggests that such 
research simply highlights a fact of all social research concerned with individual speech, 
and requires the same kind of “practical [and] methodological cautions” that all social 
research working with subjects’ speech requires. This present discussion is one form of 
just such methodological caution: I am taking the opportunity to ask what the 
relationship might be between the empirical data produced by my methods and the 
internal processes I am interested in. 

In both these two methods—the standard interview and the axes exercise—my claim is 
that the data tells us something of these internal processes through analogy (I will discuss 
the third method shortly). This claim rests on my understanding (set out in chapter 3) that 
the internal conversation is carried out using the same language structures that are used 
for external speech, albeit in condensed and abbreviated forms. When young people spoke 
with me, they were making one set of internal processes visible to me through their 
speech: the processes of reflexively considering my question and producing an answer. 
This answer made use of certain language structures that produce futurity, since the 
questions were concerned with aspects of futurity. So the specific examples of these 
language structures seen in young people’s speech refer to these specific answer-making 
internal processes. These structures are likely to also be employed in producing futurity 
within the internal conversation at other times—because the language system used is 
common to all these instances of activity within the internal conversation—although to 
definitively prove this would require a larger study. The aim of this study was to identify 
the structures involved in the interviews carried out with these young people. It is for a 
larger study to prove their presence in all other situations. 

Speculation is undoubtedly a different category of thinking to the dispositional and 
reflexive modes of thought. But, in the context of the present study, the challenges 
around understanding the relationship between the empirical data I have and the 
speculative thinking within young people’s interior lives are not, I suggest, substantively 
different to those associated with the other two methods, despite the different 
relationship of speculation to language. In this case the analogy is between the reflexive 
moment needed to bring the fruits of speculative thought into the internal conversation, 
and the reflexive moment needed to bring this into our external conversation. For the 
young people I spoke with, representing the outcome of a speculative moment to me is, I 
suggest, very similar to representing it to themselves. In the same way that Adam 
described being aware of having been daydreaming after the fact, but not during the 
event, it seems reasonable to suggest that awareness of non-reflexive ways of thinking 
requires some degree of post-hoc reflexivity to bring it into the internal conversation. I 
suggest, then, that the empirical data produced during the speculative exercise is 
indicative of the way speculative ideas of the future make their way into the internal 
conversation, since both the interview exercise and the internal conversation require the 
reflexive consideration of the outcomes of speculative thinking. And this project is 
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primarily concerned with understanding the way different ideas of the future might make 
their way through the processes of the internal conversation, rather than attempting the 
impossible task of directly observing private thoughts. 

These three methods, then, enable by analogy some understanding of the way ideas of the 
future appear in the processes of the internal conversation. My theory suggested that the 
ideas of the future that are the object of my research might be seen, if anywhere, in young 
people’s speech. As I described in chapter 4, it was necessary to intentionally create the 
circumstances in which young people produced this speech, since the practical barriers to 
encountering it in young people’s natural lives, through ethnographic means, were 
insurmountable. This was especially the case for speech concerning speculative thought. 
So perhaps there might be a concern that in producing this speech, I unwittingly shaped it 
to fit the mould of the theory, ensuring that I produced only what I expected to see. The 
differences between the initial and final theoretical positions, however, demonstrate that 
I did more than simply find what I sought, since they reflect the unanticipated aspects of 
young people’s thinking about the future that were not part of the initial theoretical 
framework. 

8.2   Beyond the research objectives 

In this section I describe findings that emerged outside the research objectives discussed 
above. I discuss the implicit ontological positions that were apparent within the futures 
talk of some young people, and offer a summary of a revised theoretical framework 
describing young people’s ideas of the future within their internal conversations. 

8.2.1   Young people’s implicit ontologies of the future 

Across the interviews with young people it became clear that, for some, the various 
stances they adopted towards the future were underpinned by some deeper ideas about 
the nature of the future. These ideas about the ontological nature of the future were 
shared amongst a number of the young people I spoke with. Unlike the different stances 
visible in interviews, these ontological ideas were not anchored in the shifting 
relationships of an individual to a series of contexts. Instead, they seemed to be implicit 
understandings of what the future is: not what the future contains, not narratives of 
possible futures, but positions held regarding its nature. They were not articulated 
directly — they became evident through a series of moments in young people’s accounts 
that seemed to be at odds with the way futures are represented in the standard model, as 
described in chapter 5, and which led me to infer these tacit ontologies of the future as a 
way of accounting for these moments, asking ‘for this view to be held, what must the 
future be assumed to be like?’. 

There were three distinct positions represented within the implicit ontological positions I 
discerned in the speech of young people. First, for those young people in whose speech I 
saw these positions, the future is entirely produced by the reflexive subject, to the 
exclusion of structural causes. Possibility is engendered, for these young people, through 
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individual intention and the setting of goals. All possible futures come about through the 
exercise of some personal agency, whether theirs or another actor’s. Second, amongst 
these young people I saw a commitment to the radical unknowability of the future. This 
unknowability is not a consequence of a lack of insight but a fundamental aspect of the 
future itself. It extends to young people’s knowledge of their future selves, regularly 
represented in interviews as a source of future risk to the plans of their present selves. 
Third, and connected to the second, an apparent lack of commitment to there being a 
causal relationship between present or past actions towards some end, and the future 
realisation of that end. These last two trouble the notion that there is a logical connection 
between cause and effect. The young people in whose talk I saw these positions were 
surprised that outcomes they had planned for, that were within their agency, and that 
they had acted to bring about, had come to pass. This was not the same thing as believing 
in a divine power to bring about something impossible (as Oluwatobi does, when he says 
“God can make things that are impossible to possible”), nor the trust in an unknowable 
divine will (no interviewees connected their religion, if they claimed one, with the future). 

I am not able, from the data produced in this study, to do anything more than notice the 
apparent presence of these tacit ontological positions in young peoples’ talk. It might be 
possible, with a larger group and different methods, to inquire more thoroughly into 
these positions, and to ask questions about the factors shaping these understandings of 
the future. My purpose in drawing attention to these implicit ontologies of the future is 
just to highlight their difference to the way that the future is represented in what I earlier 
called the ‘standard model’ of the future. They are different, too, to the way that I imagine 
the future, though my surprise at the lack of attention paid to structural forces of change, 
or to the apparent logical inconsistency of not expecting a planned outcome, says more 
about my risk of committing the scholastic fallacy (Bourdieu, 2000, p. 59) of imagining 
everyone to see the world as I do, as a doctoral researcher. But though ways of seeing the 
future should not be imagined to be universal, it is still the case that there are dominant 
ways of imagining the future within schooling and formal education, and society more 
generally, which are broadly aligned with a rationalist, modernist understanding of cause 
and effect. And while it may only be sociologists and other social researchers who talk 
about structure as a causal force in the world, it may be that they do so because it 
accounts for the events and circumstances that cannot be imagined as the outcome of any 
one person’s agency. So the possibility of a discrepancy between the way the adult world 
imagines the nature of the future, and the way young people do, is worth considering, all 
the more so should it turn out to be as great as suggested in this study. 

8.2.2   Revised theoretical framework 

The diagram below (figure 10) illustrates the central concepts of the revised theoretical 
framework I am proposing in order to describe the place of young people’s ideas of the 
future in their internal conversations. This theoretical framework is the product of the 
theoretical resources described in chapter 3 and the empirical data generated through this 
study. It outlines the relationships between the social contexts in which young people are 
situated (elements in green), the language they have access to through culture and its role 
in constructing ideas of the future (elements in red), the three modes of thinking about 
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the future (elements in blue), and the connection between ideas of the future, stance and 
agency (elements in black). 

Figure 10: revised framework relating context, language structures, modes of thinking and ideas of 
the future to stance and agency. 

Culture produces, over long periods of time, the language structures that are used in 
speaking about the future, as well as the sociotechnical imaginaries of the future that 
surround an individual. Young people’s personal history (their life experience, family and 
other social relations) shapes the nature of their dispositional thinking, through the 
habitus. The immediate setting brings certain ideas of the future to the fore, whether 
through anticipation, or through demanding the consideration of existing ideas of the 
future, and provides alongside these ideas of the future grounds for adopting a certain 
stance. Given that immediate settings are made, in part, by other social actors, an 
individual’s stance will also contribute to shaping the immediate setting. Individual 
stances — each of the stances adopted in succession — support particular forms of action 
over others. 

In this framework, dispositional, reflexive and speculative thinking all take each other as 
their subject, each mode building on what emerges from the other modes (this ongoing 
and reciprocating relationship is indicated by dotted lines). In this way, the cares that 
underpin individual interests and concerns emerge through reflexive consideration of the 
world, shaped by imagination and the values or principles provided by habitus. 
Dispositional thinking transmits the ready-to-hand futures passed on by culture and 

166



experience. Speculative thinking recombines aspects of dispositional thinking and 
reflexive thinking. The combined action of these three modes of thinking produces the 
ideas of the future present within the internal conversation, alongside the filter of the 
current stance towards the immediate setting, which will make some anticipations appear 
more visible or relevant than others. The current stance and its associated anticipations 
mediate agency as previously described. 

What this map does not indicate is the movement of the attention of the subject within 
the internal conversation. A two-dimensional set of boxes and arrows is able to represent 
relations between concepts and indicate which is prior. But it creates the impression of 
being a snapshot in time: the diagram is better understood as an ongoing process, an 
active system set in motion prior to this analysis. It also stops short of describing how 
agency works, since the goal of this research has been to explore ways of understanding 
the place of ideas of the future rather than to offer a new theory of agency. My intention 
is just to indicate that this approach to theorising the place of ideas of the future in the 
internal conversations of the young people I spoke to can be aligned with wider theories 
of choice and agency, principally the account set out by Archer (2003). 

Many of the elements in this diagram are unchanged from the diagram of my initial 
framework. Given that these elements were themselves derived from concepts well-
established within social research into the internal conversation, agency, and young 
peoples ideas of the future, this might be expected. The relationship between the three 
modes of thinking about the future has been represented more directly, in order to make 
it clear that dispositional, reflexive and speculative thinking are not discrete sources of 
thinking about the future, but have a complex and reciprocal relationship to each other. 
But for the most part, the revisions and elaborations that were necessary in the light of 
the empirical data are evident within the findings chapters: the elaboration of language as 
a generative mechanism, for example, detailing more closely the role of deictic structures 
in producing futures, or noticing the speed and fluency with which stances towards a 
setting can be taken up. The relationships between context, language, modes of thinking, 
ideas of the future, stance and agency are consistent across the two frameworks, but are 
richer and better understood in the later one. 

So the framework is richer and more detailed, but not substantively amended. The aim of 
this research, however, was not simply to develop a theoretical framework, but to try and 
build new understandings of young people’s ideas of the future through the methods it 
supported. The framework in the diagram represents my understanding of how ideas of 
the future relate to other aspects of the internal conversation. It does not attempt to 
describe the nature of these ideas. But the empirical data produced through my 
interviews with young people offered some insight into their nature, and revealed some 
aspects of young people’s ideas of the future that to my knowledge have not previously 
been identified. 

8.3   Limitations of the study 

This research was focused on making visible what might be seen of the place of young 
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people’s ideas of the future within their internal conversations. As a consequence, my 
focus was on individuals, and while I recognised that they are situated within social 
contexts within my theoretical framework, my methods and data work with the 
individual as the unit of analysis. The findings of the study, therefore, are limited to 
claims about the individual ideas of the future produced through the experimental 
interventions I described in chapter 4. I am not able to say anything about the links 
between young people’s internal conversations and their wider social relations, though 
the data I have makes clear that young people do not think about the future in isolation. I 
am not able to say how young people might work with ideas of the future outside the 
setting of an interview, though I heard from some young people about other venues in 
which they thought about the future, such as in conversations with peers or when 
daydreaming. Neither am I able to discuss any ideas of the future that my methods may 
have failed to elicit. 

The analytic approach I developed here, combining linguistic and discourse analysis with 
interpretive analysis, means close and detailed reading of the texts produced through the 
interviews. This demands, for practical reasons, working with a relatively small sample 
size (as is the case for other qualitative approaches, such as grounded theory or thematic 
analysis). Nevertheless, I would have preferred to work with a larger sample than was the 
case, and indeed had intended to: however, as I described in chapter 4, the realities of 
school timetabling and access to students dictated I work with a smaller group, and one 
from a different school year than planned. As a result, in presenting my findings I am 
limited to emphasising their capacity to illustrate the potential for certain ways of 
imagining the future, rather than attempting any stronger claims about how young 
people’s ideas of the future tend to work in their internal conversations. 

8.4   Contribution 

This study makes a contribution to knowledge about young people’s ideas of the future in 
three arenas. It makes a theoretical contribution, by bringing together different bodies of 
disciplinary knowledge concerned with the relationship between young people’s ideas of 
the future and the educational decisions they make, and by developing a set of ideas for 
thinking about the internal conversation, connecting ideas from pragmatic linguistics 
with sociological accounts of agency and the internal conversation from Archer, 
Bourdieu, and Emirbayer and Mische. It contributes to emerging efforts within sociology 
to engage with the question of the future (e.g., Coleman & Tutton, 2017; Cook, 2016b; 
Mandich, 2018; Mandich, 2020; Mische, 2014; Urry, 2016) and to gaps in knowledge 
identified within education research (Baker, 2017; Walther, Warth, Ule, & Bois-Reymond, 
2015). In particular it sits alongside recent work from Oomen et al. (2021) which similarly 
begins with the question of how images of the future have the effect they are reckoned to 
have, and draws on some of the same literature as I do here, though their focus is on 
collective imagining rather than the work of ideas of the future within individuals. 

The study makes a methodological contribution, by bringing speculative and inventive 
approaches to method (Lury & Wakeford, 2012; Savransky, Wilkie, & Rosengarten, 2017) to 
bear on the study of the internal conversation. And the study makes a substantive 
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contribution, in describing what these methods were able to show about how these young 
people produced and reflected on their ideas of the future. They showed that young 
people’s talk displayed many of the narratives and imaginaries of the future consistent 
with previous work. Further, they allowed the development of the notion of stances 
towards the future, countering the essentialism of ‘future orientations’, and offered 
empirical support for thinking of young people’s ideas of the future being located in an 
untimed ’subjunctive space’ and a thick present, as an alternative to linear conceptions of 
the relationship between past, present and future. 

8.4   Further research and implications 

8.4.1   Future research 

The methods I developed have shown that, within the artificial setting of a research 
interview, it is possible to produce empirical data capable of shedding light on young 
people’s ideas of the future. A next step would be to undertake a series of ethnographic 
studies, to see how these ideas of the future might be visible outside this artificial setting. 
This would enable many of the limitations described in section 8.2 to be addressed. For 
example: young people do not form their ideas of the future in isolation, and their ideas 
of the future may take forms that were not legible to the interventions that comprised the 
methods used in this study. Ethnographic work with young people would present an 
opportunity to explore the connections between young people’s internal conversations 
and their social relations, letting their ideas of the future emerge in context, observing 
their role in decision-making over time, and understanding how young people’s ideas of 
the future affect those around them. It might also begin to disentangle the ideas of the 
future held by young people from those embedded in the school context. Narratives of 
personal responsibility around climate change, for example, or of career and professional 
identity might be more readily placed alongside alternatives when outside the school 
setting. 

I suggested that young people can access a variety of stances towards the future, moving 
between them as they move between contexts of action. Ethnographic research might 
explore the value of this notion as I have presented it here, exploring the extent to which 
it might be visible. Is such a repertoire of ways of approaching the future helpful for 
young people? Intuitively it makes sense to argue for widening the range of approaches 
individuals can take towards the future, but is there a point at which multiple stances 
become incoherent? How might different approaches to the future be integrated? Must 
they be? 

I suggested, too, that young people’s conceptions of the nature of the future may differ 
radically from adults. Establishing the degree to which this difference might exist in other 
groups, and the nature of other young people’s unspoken assumptions about the nature of 
the future, would be valuable in addressing some of the questions such a discrepancy 
raises. How might these hidden ontologies change over time? How might they vary along 
dimensions such as class, race, or gender? What might the consequences be for young 
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people, if educators’ assumptions about the way young people see the future are 
mistaken? If understanding the causal powers of social structure helps to make sense of 
the world, what confusions might be expected for people who only recognise personal 
agency as the root of the future? If there are things that can be known about the future, 
what disadvantages might follow from believing the future is unknowable? And, if these 
or similar implicit ontologies of the future are widespread amongst young people, might 
there be some value in adults learning to experiment with doing without cause and effect, 
or bringing possibility into being through intention? 

Further research might also explore some of the methodological questions raised by the 
speculative sound exercise. Workshop exercises with young people could develop this 
further, exploring what makes a sound ‘familiar’ or uncanny, and how being given the 
tools to create their own unfamiliar sounds might change the way young people approach 
the creation of speculative future narratives. This would be an opportunity to invite 
young people to collaborate as co-researchers, working with them to create and reflect on 
sonic outputs, alongside the interviews and ethnographic observation that would be 
necessary. 

8.4.2   Implications for educators 

The study calls into question the degree to which the ‘standard model’ is appropriate as a 
guide to young people’s educational decision-making, and raises the possibility that young 
people being asked to make educational decisions do not understand them in the way 
educators imagine they do. In the interviews, these young people demonstrated a wide 
range of beliefs and understandings about the nature of the choice of GCSE subjects. The 
connection between GCSEs, later career and a ‘successful’ life was regularly made, 
showing that young people were generally able to work with the standard model 
(whatever its limitations — see, for example, Zipin et al., 2013, for a discussion of the 
constraint of talk about ‘aspiration’ in schools). But while the gravity of the choice had 
been made clear to young people, there was uncertainty for some about the way in which 
GCSE examinations connected to this later success, leading to some anxiety, and a lack of 
clarity for others about what was involved in making a choice. 

At a more fundamental level, the study highlights a potential disjunct between young 
people entertaining multiple possible futures, some of which would not be compatible in 
actuality, and a demand from formal education that they work with a set of compatible 
futures, asking young people to move from “scenaric” (Ogilvy, 2011) thinking, in which 
multiple alternatives futures are considered, to considering a single timeline. This may be 
appropriate and necessary (and, indeed, for some young people overwhelmed by 
possibility, welcome). And not all the young people I spoke with were entertaining 
multiple possibilities. The point here is more that, amongst young people, the range of 
different understandings of the future and how it relates to educational choice might be 
greater than educators tend to imagine. Educators may not be equipping young people to 
make these choices in the way they might hope to. 

So for educators, this research offers a reason to reflect on the ways in which they 
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represent the future to their students, and the extent to which their assumptions about 
the nature of the future are shared by young people. It might provide a pretext for 
working with young people to surface tacit assumptions about the future and social 
change — educators’ as well as young peoples’. This would support a critical reflection on 
the kinds of futures embedded within the curriculum and inscribed in the school. Perhaps 
this kind of critical reflection would provide an opportunity for educators and school 
leaders to look beyond the outcome-focused future narratives that are dominant within 
education, and develop alternative approaches towards the future that position schools 
and schooling as sources of hope, action and transformation. 

8.4.3   Implications for futures education 

Findings from this study are relevant to educators engaging with the future, and in 
particular those working in the emerging practice of futures literacy (Miller, 2018). In 
contrast to some conceptions of futures literacy, which tend to use the term to collect 
different disciplinary approaches to the future (e.g. Mangnus, Oomen, Vervoort, & Hajer, 
2021). Häggström and Schmidt (2021) connect it to previous work on the future and 
education, and to wider notions of literacies and multimodality, something noticeably 
absent from its earlier development (e.g. Miller, 2018; Miller & Sandford, 2018). Their 
sophisticated and practical pedagogical approach towards developing young people’s 
capacity to work with ideas of the future as ‘agents of change’ might be complemented by 
a consideration of the uncertainty and ambivalence this study and others show young 
people can feel towards the future, a recognition that future circumstances are not 
brought about solely through individual or collective agency, and an understanding that 
young people will already be working with complex ideas of the future that may not 
cohere with the ‘future competencies’ this pedagogic approach seeks to foster. 

The study suggests, too, that there might be value in those exploring the different stances 
that young people might adopt towards the future, looking beyond the descriptions of the 
future that young people might produce to engage with the different ways they relate to 
the future. A tenet of futures literacy has been that being capable of entertaining different 
sets of ideas about the future is valuable. What might valuable for young people in being 
able to access multiple stances towards the future? When might a plurality of possible 
future stances be a hindrance to them? What differences are there in stances consciously 
or unconsciously adopted? The notion of stance might complement and enrich current 
approaches within futures literacy to developing individual capacities for critical and 
reflexive engagement with the future. 

8.5   Final reflection 

This study has been a long project, and in the time that it has taken me to complete this 
thesis, interest in the future and what it means to young people has grown across youth 
studies, environmental humanities, sociology, and education research — to say nothing of 
the wider concern with the future and uncertainty engendered by the coronavirus 
pandemic of 2020 and increasing signs of climate breakdown. At the start of this research, 
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the field was relatively new. Now, it is clear that this thesis is making a contribution to an 
increasingly established area of enquiry, and I have benefitted greatly from the work of 
those researchers who have turned their attention to the questions I have had about ideas 
of the future. I hope that I am able to play a role in continuing to bring together these 
different disciplinary interests and approaches to the way young people relate to the 
future, and to turn this academic understanding into practical ways to help young people 
live and flourish in uncertain times. 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Appendix 1: Technical note regarding the sound exercise 

The components of the sound exercise were:  

— a sampler (I used an Akai MPX16), with 16 different sounds assigned to individual pads  

— output to one input of the voice recorder (I used a Tascam DR-40, which allows 
simultaneous input from external sources and its own internal microphones)  

— a headphone splitter connected to the monitoring output of the voice recorder, 
allowing us both to listen to the sounds on the sampler as they’re played.  

— headphones for interviewee and interviewer. 

Sounds were triggered by tapping the pads on the sampler. The pads and sampler are 
robust since the unit is designed for live musical performance, so no special care was 
needed from interviewees. I was careful to set volume levels appropriately, and to check 
with interviewees whether they had any medical issues with their hearing. Since 
filenames were displayed when sounds were triggered, I named them all numerically, to 
avoid any suggestion of what each might be. After feedback from early interviewees, I set 
the pads to play each sound once only after tapping (rather than looping or stopping 
when contact was lost with the pad). Sounds could be edited live using the knobs on the 
front panel, changing parameters such as pitch, speed, and EQ. Only one interviewee 
experimented with this. 

The sounds we heard in the exercise are indicated in the transcripts with the label I gave 
the sound file. Some sounds I recorded and edited myself (birdsong in a beech wood, a 
decelerating train on the London Underground) while others were downloaded from 
sound resource websites sharing field recordings and original sound effects. They can be 
heard at https://soundcloud.com/user-374430370/sets/future-soundtrack-blocks-
mayjune-2019, where full credits are given. All were released under a licence allowing 
editing and reuse. 
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Appendix 2: Communication with school and students 

First whole-class futures activity 

Activity with class: April 3rd 2019

Aims:

• To introduce some ways of thinking about the future that complement previous 
work

• To introduce the aims of the project

• To create an appetite for participating

Key messages

• This is valuable to you 

• because it will help you think about your own future

• This is valued by the school

• and it’s in line with aims of reflect and connect, and with UCL general ethos

• It will be interesting!

General outline

Timings all approximate. Lesson runs from 1440-1535. We thought around 25-30 
minutes would work.

Time Duration Activity People

14:40 10 mins Introduction

Including time for students to enter class, settle, etc.

RS - going to talk to us about the future and a 
research project I’d like us to help him with. 

XX
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14:50 15 mins Futures activity 1: why people think about the 
future

Introduce role, background:

Outline of next half hour or so

• we’re going to think about two questions about how 
we see the future

• then I’m going to share my current research, and 
ask you to help

In learning sets, discuss and come up with three 
examples of when people have to think about the 
future

(e.g. - buying insurance, planning a building, crossing 
the road, training for a competition…)

4 sets - 5 minutes to hear from all 4

Discussion

• Can we see any groups of similar ways of 
thinking ?

• What general kinds of reasons do people have to 
think about the future?

(expecting to hear about 

• risks

• goals - plans to achieve aims

• dreams and visions)

RS
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15:05 10 mins Futures activity 2: how the future appears in media

The future often appears in films, tv, games, books 
and other media.

In your learning sets, take two minutes to list all the 
different words you associate with the future in media.

(e.g., technology, apocalypse, disaster, robots, space, 
time travel, 

4 sets - 5 minutes to hear from all 4

Discussion:

• How do these ideas about the future fit with the 
reasons to think about the future we just came up 
with?

The way we hear about ‘the future’ in media often isn’t 
the same way we think about the future practically. 

RS
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15:15 5 mins Research: ideas of the future in decisions

(not verbatim, but along these lines):

I’m interested in way people think about the future 
when they make decisions. My current research 
project is about how school students think about the 
future in educational decisions. 

Lots of people — you, your parents, your school, the 
government — are interested in the choices you make 
because they contribute to the future you have. But 
researchers don’t know much about how the way you 
think about the future actually features in your 
decisions. If we understood that better, we could help 
your teachers to help you in making good choices. 

I’d like to interview you, individually, to find out more 
about your choices and how you think about the 
future. As well as helping me, I hope it would be 
interesting for you as well: it’s a chance to think about 
what matters to you with someone who isn’t a teacher 
or your family. I haven’t got any advice for you, but it 
might help you to work what you think about some 
important things.

These conversations would be private. They’ll be 
recorded, but not shared with anyone else (not 
teachers, not parents, not other researchers). I’ll 
transcribe them — write them out —  and analyse 
them to find patterns in what you all say. No-one’s 
name will be public. This research won’t make you 
famous. You can stop taking part at any point, so if you 
agree and then change your mind that’s fine - I’ll 
delete your data and it won’t affect anything about 
school. 

As a university researcher I have to make sure this 
research is ethical. That means other university 
researchers have seen what I plan to do and made 
sure that it is safe, that it protects you and the data we 
produce, and that I will be able to find out what I say I 
will from the data I collect. This is to make sure that 
taking part is a good thing for you, and that the 
research process treats you with trust and respect.
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Mr X has said that he’s happy for each of you to take 
part in as interview during one reflect and connect 
sessions, and a follow-up in a humanities lesson, 
because what we’ll be talking about is relevant to the 
curriculum.

Mr X has more information about how to take part, 
including a consent form for each of you to read and 
sign if you are happy to take part.

You can ask me any questions you have now, or if you 
have questions later you can ask Mr X and together 
we’ll try to answer them. 

Thank you! 

15:20 5 mins Questions from class RS & 
XX

15:25 10 mins Other activity XX
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Consent letter 

School of Education, University of Bristol

35 Berkeley Square

Bristol, BS8 1JA

XX April 2019

Request for consent to participate in a doctoral research project

Dear [NAME],

I am a doctoral student with the University of Bristol’s School of Education, studying how 
young people think about the future. I would like to ask you to take part in this research.

Education research has shown that the way young people see the future is an important part 
of the educational decisions they make. But we don’t have much evidence about the way 
ideas about the future contribute to the decisions of individual students. This research will tell 
us more about how young people think about the future, and how this affects the choices 
they make.

You have been introduced to the project in a recent presentation, and your teacher has 
invited you to participate. I would like to ask you to participate in three interviews with me 
about the way you see the future. These interviews will each take place within a single 
lesson period, in the school, with the support of your teachers.

The interviews will be recorded and transcribed. Audio data and transcripts will be stored 
securely on an encrypted drive and treated with strict confidentiality: they will not be shared 
with the school, with parents, or anyone else, except where this would conflict with our duty 
of care to you.

You will be free to share as much or as little during the interviews as you want to. If you tell 
me something that makes me think you aren’t safe, I will let your school’s safeguarding 
officer know, in confidence. You can withdraw your participation at any point, without giving a 
reason. If you let me know that you want to withdraw from the project, the information you 
have shared won’t be used in the research and I will delete it. You can withdraw at any point 
up to the completion of the first draft of the thesis. 

If you need any further information about what is involved, or if anything in this letter is 
unclear, please ask [CONTACT], who will contact me. I’ll try and answer anything I can.

Yours sincerely,
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Richard Sandford

✂

—————————————————————————————————————————

By signing this form, I confirm that 

• I have had a chance to ask questions about the research

• I understand the nature of the research

• I give my consent to participate in the research

Name: _______________________  Signature: ______________________ Date: _______
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Interview 1 schedule 

1st interview

2019-07-05 06:16

Introduction

• Can I record this? It won’t be shared with anyone.

• This isn’t going to be shared with anyone. It isn’t a test. You can leave at any point. Please 
answer as honestly as you feel you can.

• (Who am I. Purpose of interview)

Present context

• What choices have you already taken about school and your learning? Optional activities, 
lessons, clubs, GCSEs…?

• What are you thinking of doing after GCSEs? Why?

• Can you talk me through how you think you’ll decide?

• What’s hard about making your decision?

• Who else is involved in thinking about the future and your decisions? (family, peers, 
teachers, coaches…)

• Whose experiences mirror your plans? Who do you know who’s done this before?

• What are you interested in at the moment outside school?

Expectations

• Think about when you’re thirty. What will life be like?

• What will a good life look like for you?

• What does it depend on?

Past futures — choices not taken

• Thinking about the choices you’ve made in the past (that we’ve mentioned before), how 
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have they turned out?

• What did you choose not to do?

Uncertainties and risks

• Thinking about school choices, and choices in the rest of your life, what don’t you know 
that would help you? What’s not clear? What’s uncertain?

• What’s your least likely positive future?

RESET

Stretch

Reflecting on the expected future

• Have you always thought this?

• How certain is it?

• Have you ever thought about it differently?

• Beyond your own future, what do you think the world will look like in fifteen years?

• How do you think you might see the future then? (future futures)

Surprise

• What would be a surprise?

• When have you had a surprise before?

• When have the results of other decisions surprised you?

Alternatives

• How easy is it to imagine a different future, doing something different?

• We thought it might depend on X — what if X doesn’t happen? (barriers going down, 
positive outcomes)

• Do you think about the future? 

• When do you think about the future? What kinds of things make you think about the 
future?
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• Have you got any questions for me?

• Next time I’d like to try two activities: one short exercise about thinking about the future, 
and one where we make a soundtrack for an imaginary future. It would be really great if 
you could take part in that, too. 

• Any questions — Mr D

• Thank you and see you again next week!
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Interview 2 schedule 

2nd interview 

These are prompts: some covered previously, some won’t be necessary or relevant. 
Keep moving.  

Reflection 

• Did you think about our conversation at any point last week? Did you discuss it with 
anyone? 

• (Possible room to recap main points if no recollection: questions below are main 
aspects of what we discussed) 

• How does that conversation seem to you now? 

• How do you feel about the future(s) you described? Are you going to like it? 

• Strength of commitment to futures put forward: how settled is this? 

• What do you hope will happen? 

• What do you think your future will look like then? (expected outcomes and 
consequences of imagined futures: second-order futures) 

• What do you think the world will be like in fifteen years? (imagining the world 
beyond personal futures) 

• What do you think helped you imagine that? (origins of imagined futures: where do 
ideas of possible futures come from?) 

Alternative futures 

Lots of this done last time: asking as recap.  

• Considering scenarios where an underpinning part of an imagined future has not 
taken place, or a new variable is introduced (‘what if you don’t get that grade?’, ‘what if 
you discover a new passion and leave photography?’) 

• Introducing new external scenarios in which the conditions for imagined futures are 
not present (‘what if the oil industry collapses?’, ‘what if you don’t need certificates to 
get a job?’) 

• Parallel world and ‘joke futures’ - permission to imagine hoped-for outcomes free of 
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constraints. (‘in a parallel world where X is not an issue…’, ‘what’s a ridiculous future 
you’d want for yourself? What do you think is never going to happen?) 

Surprise 

• What do you think might surprise you? 

• What consequences of previous decisions have surprised you? 

• How would your plan withstand a shock from outside? (failure of institution, change 
in the industry, family circumstances) 

Agency and locus of control exercise 

Introduction: presenting the axes and matrix 

• Thinking about the ‘future’ line, where do you think you would put yourself? Do you 
tend to see the future as more fixed or more uncertain? 

• And how about the ‘control’ line? 

• (turning paper over and orienting to corresponding quadrant) So do you think this 
reflects how you tend to see the future? 

• Why do you think you feel that way? 

• What’s good about that kind of future? 

• What’s not so good about it? 

Conditional questions: 

• (If they are placed in quadrants 1 & 2, with a sense of control) What limits your 
action? 

• (If they are placed in quadrants 2 & 3, a certainty about the future) What could 
change the future? 

• (If they are placed in quadrants 3 & 4, without control) Where could you begin to act 
with confidence? 

• (If they are placed in quadrants 4 & 1, without certainty about the future) Can you 
see anything that carries on into the future? 

Choose a new quadrant, either one you want to be in, or one you find really difficult to 
imagine. 
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• What would have to change for you to see the future that way? 

• Who would have to help? 

• When would it be useful to look at the future that way? 

Close 

• Had you thought about how you think about the future before? 

• What about all the things that could happen that we can’t imagine? 

Sounds 

Introduction (5 minutes) 

Thinking about different ways the future might turn out is hard. Using random sounds 
to help expand our ideas and think of alternative futures. This sampler has sounds on it, 
which we can hear through the recorder and these headphones. We’re going to explore 
the sounds and what they make us think of, and then see if they can paint a picture. 

In the future, some things will be new, some things will still be familiar, and some 
things will have changed, kind of the same but different 

So some of these sounds you might recognise. Others might feel familiar but a bit 
strange. And some might just be totally new and mysterious 

When you hear a sound that's new, don't block it out. Give it a moment and see what 
it makes you think of or feel. Is it a machine? A creature? Part of the landscape? 

Ok press some buttons, go through the pads. 

We're going to think about combinations of sounds together, because in real life 
things don't happen on their own. So you might hear a combination of familiar sounds 
that you wouldn't normally expect to hear together. Or familiar sounds with strange 
sounds. 

Our job is to try and imagine what sort of things must be happening to make those 
sounds. Are they linked?  
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Familiarisation (5 minutes) 

Exploring the sounds and the device. 

Try pressing in different ways 

Associations 

What is that sound? What do you think made that sound? What is happening? 

Pairs: try choosing two at random. What’s going on here? How does it feel? 

Add some more. You don’t have to use all the sounds. 

Which ones seem to fit together? Which ones will you choose for your sound picture? 

Narration 

What’s the story behind the sounds you’ve chosen? Are any of these things next to 
each other? Are they independent? Which ones are living? Which ones are from the 
landscape? Who makes the other sounds? How do they relate to the first ones? 

Reflection (20 minutes) 

• How does your imagined future make you feel? 

• Was there anything surprising about the connections you made? 

• The sounds had no names and we had no map. What sorts of thinking did you use to 
make your future? 

• Is that a kind of thinking you recognise? Are there other places in your life when you 
think that way? 

• Was it hard or easy to think of things? 

• What differences do you think there are between the future you just described and 
the future you expected in our first meeting? 
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Final class activity 

Activity with class: July 17th 2019

Aims:

• To recognise the contribution of students to the research study

• To share some of the broad, general themes that are emerging from the research

• To support students to imagine new ways to think about their futures

Key messages

• Thank you for taking part!

• It’s good not to take your ideas of the future for granted

• There are different ways of thinking about the future

• Some things might seem out of your hands. But you can still think about them, 
and take them into account when you make choices.

General outline

Timings all approximate. Lesson runs from 1440-1535.

Time Duration Activity People
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14:40 10 mins Introduction

Including time for students to enter class, settle, 
etc.

RS - professor at UCL, some of you have been 
working with . 

XX
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14:50 15 mins Recognising students and early themes from 
the research

Thank you to everyone who was able to speak to 
me. 

Sorry I wasn’t able to speak to everybody.

Here are some general things I found out (not 
going to mention anyone by name!)

• Good surprises: people found they were good at 
things they didn’t expect to be good at

• Everybody had a dream or an idea about what a 
good life would look like

• It’s hard to think about more than one future 
(and harder the further away you try to think 
about)

Here are some questions I have still:

• Is it important to think about external factors and 
constraints?

• Is the future the only thing to think about when 
making a choice?

Here’s what happens next for the research 

• I am transcribing and analysing the interviews 
for patterns in language to do with the future

• This will show me some of the ways in which 
ideas of the future are connected to how you 
think about making choices

• I will publish my findings for other researchers to 
read and use

Here’s how it will help

- Schools and teachers might find other ways to 
help students think about their educational choices

RS
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15:05 15 mins Activity 1: agency and control

Axes exercise.

Imagine two lines dividing the room into four.

One line represents ‘control of the future’, with ‘self’ 
at one end and ‘other’ at the other. This is about 
whether you think the future is in your hands or not.

The other line represents ‘openness of the future’, 
with ‘certain’/‘fixed’ at one end, and 
‘open’/‘uncertain’ at the other

The square closest to fixed and self is ‘Route Map’

The square closest to fixed and other is ‘Carried 
Away’

The square closest to open and self is ‘Building 
Site’

The square closest to open and other is ‘Into the 
Mist’

Ask students to pick one at random to stand in 
(need an even spread).

Without speaking to anyone, or calling out, take ten 
seconds to think about this way of looking at the 
future, and think how far it matches the way you 
usually think about the future. 

Then, in your group, discuss these two questions:

• Can you think of a time or a situation when it 
would be useful to think about the future like 
this?

     e.g: for Route Map, professional qualification, 
fitness goals

     for Carried Away, doing what healthcare 
professionals tell you, or following the advice of a 
trusted mentor

     for Building Site, starting your own business, or 
writing a song

RS
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15:20 5 mins Activity 2: other ways of thinking about the 
future

We just looked at four ways of thinking about the 
future. 

Can you think of any other ways you could think 
about the future?

When would they be useful?

When would they be less useful?

• prediction

• projection

• dreams

• generally not useful when they assume things 
about the world that aren’t true

• generally useful if they help you to see a way 
forward

Can you think of any principles that are always 
useful ways to think about the future?

• Hope

• Room to act (always something to be done)

• Right and wrong

15:25 5 mins Questions from class RS & 
RD

15:30 5 mins Wrap-up RD
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Appendix 4: Pilot study interview schedule 

Introduction (5 minutes) 

Can I record this? It won't be shared with anyone. 

Who I am. Purpose of interview. Confirm consent to record 

This isn't going to be shared with anyone.  

It isn’t a test. You can leave at any point.  

Please answer as honestly as you feel you can. 

Future (25 minutes) 

What are you thinking of doing after GCSEs? 

Why? 

Can you talk me through how you think you’ll decide? 

What is important in making your decision? 

Who is involved in your decision? 

What do you think life will be like when you're older? 
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Reflection (15 minutes) 

Have you always thought about it like this? 

Can you imagine making a different decision? 

Close (5 minutes) 

Have you got any questions for me? 

Contact - through Mr ________ 

Thank you very much
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