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Abstract


Our paper is the result of cooperative work and writing in the setting of a course in “University pedagogy as research circles” at the University of Växjö in Sweden. The focus of this particular course, with thirteen university lecturers, PhD students and one researcher – all in the discipline of Education - was the use of life history in higher education. Here we shortly present our experiences in working together with the stories and the analyses within different themes, but also the consequences this might have for our own practice at the university. After lively discussions, three themes emerged which we wanted to work with: motivation, encounters and power/resistance. Each participant could choose the theme she or he felt most committed to and consequently we had three teams of teachers/researchers who, in their own way, continued working with their respective theme. As a consequence, our work mode and our texts differ from each other and the analyses of our texts were done in the light of our respective thematic group’s perspective and theories. Regardless of thematic group new thoughts evolved around the power of educators and the alleged helplessness of students. Ultimately, we discuss the importance of teachers’ reflecting upon their teaching practices in order to deepen their insight as to what values they mediate to their students, e.g. conveyed in the contents of the literature on offer, the degree of openness in discussions etc. 

I. Introduction 

Work in a research circle

To use a research circle format in a university course is still quite unusual, but in this case this was accepted within the university system. A research circle can briefly be described as a study circle where one or more researchers take part (Holmstrand & Härnsten, 2003). In a research circle the participants take their starting point in a mutually agreed upon problem, which they examine in order to increase the knowledge about it. In an article Gunilla Härnsten (1997) quotes Nitsch: “There is a tendency in our society to give scientific knowledge a higher dignity than knowledge originating from experience”.  A problem with traditional university studies is that the experiences that students have are seldom used. In the research circle an important point is the knowledge meeting where the experience of all the participants is the basis for the problem under scrutiny. The participants work with problems they find important, process them from different perspectives and in the meeting with different perspectives develop new knowledge.

According to Holmstrand and Härnsten the format of a research circle opens up possibilities for critical knowledge work with a democratic potential. In a democratic pedagogy the participants think independently, analyse and critically discuss against the background of their own experiences and connect to each other. In this research circle the professional knowledge of university lecturers as well as the current educational context has been in focus.  The fact that this course has been given in the form of a research circle has also meant that everyone has participated on equal terms. Consequently the person who has had the formal status of being responsible for the course and researcher in the circle has also written and analysed her own story.

Experience-based knowledge

The participants in this research circle are all attached to the Department of Education where we are working as teachers or doctoral students in educational profession programs. Perhaps this is a reason why it becomes especially obvious in our context that there are dimensions of professional knowledge that can pose problems to supply in the so-called traditional teaching.

Lauvås & Handal (1993) use the concept “practical professional theory” to discuss how a professional role is constructed, maintained and changed.

According to Lauvås & Handal the practical professional theory is rather unconscious and difficult to verbalise. It becomes visible in concrete situations and can then be accessible for reflection. They also emphasise that the differences between knowledge, experiences and values is an analytical division. In reality these dimensions are interconnected. Furthermore the individual is part of a collective and also a member of society and the practical professional theory is developed in interaction with others. This theory is dynamic and under constant change and is influenced by new reactions and experiences. The practical professional theories of different persons can expose great similarities but are never identical.

For us it then becomes obvious that in a profession education there must exist parts where the students’ own experiences are used since these are important for how they will be able to assimilate the education and as a consequence to exercise their profession. It is vital to help the students make visible their own values and motives for their actions and not least, choice of education. We have all experiences of going to school, which of course will influence us both in the teacher education and in other educational contexts. What are the conceptions individual students have about studying at a university and what are their views of knowledge? In this research circle the focus has been of the life history approach as an educational method. Can we as teachers are inspired by the life history approach in our work as university lecturers? In what way might it help deepen the students’ understanding and their readiness for the future profession? There are many examples where the life history idea has been used in educational settings. 

Life history in educational contexts

Some of the texts that have functioned as a source of inspiration in our collective work has been: Pierre Dominicé (1993), Agnieszka Bron-Wojciechowska (1992) and Gunilla Härnsten (2005).

Dominicé (1993) describes how he developed a method of his own, educational biography, as a special version of the life history approach in order to make it possible for participants in various courses to reflect in groups on their own learning. His point of departure was a criticism against the traditional way of evaluating education where the focus was on the effect of the educational program. It was impossible to get an answer as to how or why people do change their professional attitudes or themselves. This made him start exploring the very concept of learning in the field of adult education and to develop continually his method together with his students.

Bron-Wojchiechowska (1992) writes about how she used life history as a method of teaching at the Folk High School Teacher Education in Linköping. According to Bron-Wojchiechowska the purpose of using life history is to make the student develop her self-awareness, learning about adult educational processes, getting to know the other students and their experiences of education, learning how to function in a group, developing an awareness of her own learning and life and in this way getting control of her own life, learning a social science research method and, finally, to increase her understanding for future students. For Bron-Wojchiechowska the point of departure is that the teacher should be convinced that everybody has an interesting story to tell, that reflection on oneself and others creates good conditions for learning and for understanding one’s own life and person, and, that when one is telling a story and listening to other stories, favourable conditions for group work are created.

Härnsten (2005) concludes that a group of future librarians who had been working with their own life histories reported that they had acquired increased self-insight and that they believed that their own experiences of literature and reading made visible in their stories might be of great value when they would be meeting people in their future professional role.

Also texts concerning memory work (Haug 1985, 1998) were used. In Sweden memory work has been used within groups of women as a research method as well as a consciousness-raising work method. Karin Widerberg (1995) and Johanna Esseveld (1999) are two of the researchers who are connected with research on and with memory work. Also in this context it is of course quite legitimate to use the whole or part of the approach to work with experiences from the participants’ own lives. Here where we are focussing on higher education our memories have also functioned as a kind of exemplary experiences in order to understand the personal in the light of the societal. 

II.Our procedure and how we worked

Our way of applying life stories

The first day of the course we had to illustrate our thoughts concerning our own routes to higher education by visualising this on paper. Later we shared memories and meanings about our drawings with each other. In describing these drawings memories from our lives began to emerge, which made further reflection possible. The process of bringing our memories to life had started. 

The next step was to write our own life story. We had three weeks for writing, working with and re-reading our own texts. Each time the text was re-read more memories emerged. Events, encounters and experiences were components for constructing an individual’s life story (Jenner 2000). The main theme was experiences of higher education. One of the participants asked questions such as: What is higher education and how do you define it? Reading the group members’ individual life stories showed that the participants had a lot of "higher education" in terms of work experience.  

Our life stories were shared by way of e-mail. Reading each other’s texts was rather exciting. It turned out that some of us had started their stories by going back to early childhood, school and learning experiences. During the process of working with our memories by means of drawing, oral presentation and writing stories, long-forgotten incidents and events that had been hidden from our consciousness surfaced. It wasn’t quite clear what and how to write and how our texts would be used. This created an initial feeling of insecurity which led to many discussions in our group. After reading the group’s various texts and Group Reflection through Life Histories (Pierre F Dominicé, 1993) many of us felt a need to re-read the original texts once again. A decision was made to keep the first written text, partly due to lack of time but also because we felt that the original texts were in a way the starting point of our memories.

 

The procedure of writing life stories
Each one in the group also wrote a short reflection on experiences from writing life story, a method which in itself became an interesting issue for closer examination. Writing our life stories changed our view on academic writing. One participant in the group comments:  Starting a writing process in the university world can sometimes be perceived as demanding and restrictive, which was not at all the case with this type of writing. Another one explained a deliberate choice: I wanted to free myself from restrictive writing. Memory is obviously an important factor when writing a life story and the method we applied, i.e. drawing and telling our life stories to each other was immediately followed by a flood of memories. When we talked with each other about our different life stories in the light of those drawings we used at the start of the course, a whole lot of details and other memories successively surfaced of which I had no recollection at first. There is much evidence on the significance of memories (see e.g. Köhler & Härnsten, 1996) and this significance became evident also in our context: I experienced memories of feelings, scents and optic impressions. I found it astonishing that there were so many memories which all of a sudden had come to life; events that I had not thought of in years. Some of the reflections we made on what we had written were therefore about feelings, thoughts and difficulties. 

What did we choose to tell each other?

The question of what we chose to tell each other and why we told it is central for an understanding of the what.  If there had been recorded versions of our lives a lot of the things we told each other regarding higher education could be questioned on the basis of the many things we chose to omit and an outsider might very well question our choices when comparing them with the omitted parts. What we decided to write about depended in part on the memories emerging during the writing process. Certain events had been more consciously  stored in our minds and those we chose to tell. Others were just as evident in relation to higher education, however, when presenting ourselves we chose not to include them. Yet others were completely forgotten. Perhaps we simply had not realised their significance in relation to our further choice and experience of higher education. Those memories obviously are of great importance to us as individuals but they do not constitute accessible material and they are therefore not part of this work’s purpose. Our written experiences were to a great extent the basis of our empirical work. However, in the group that worked on power/resistance we continued our discussions and wrote new texts in connection with our group meetings and our collective processing of the texts. 

Collective group analysis

When analysing the different stories the written text is interpreted. How can this be understood? What is the meaning of all this? Is an alloy of these different interpretations into one category possible? Problems that occur when the author is involved in interpreting his or her own story can be both a strength and a weakness in the process. A strong point, which also Bron-Wojciechowska (1992) emphasises as one of the purposes for life stories in Folk High School Teachers’ Programme is to become aware of one’s own learning and life and in this way take control over it. Dominicé (1990) writes “ It allows participants to be in charge of their lives and to become more personal and creative in the relationship to knowledge” (p. 198). Billy Ehn (1992:205) underlines in Livet som intervjukonstruktion 
 ”each individual conscientiously gives an account of his/her way of writing.” When applying life history interviews and autobiographic stories as a method he says “… one is allowed to do what one wants as long as one explains how it is done” (p. 217).

What we regard as essential was to relate memories to many different, not least societal phenomena, once these memories were allowed to surface in order to be processed together with others. Terms as “time and space” and their meaning become real as one’s own story no longer leads a disconnected existence in one’s own mind. The uniqueness of our own stories can acquire great importance once it is reflected in other’s memories and put into a concrete context.

Ultimately, this method ‘life stories’ or ‘life history method’ is also about how the framework for knowledge influences the contents of knowledge. However, this does not only apply to students who are part of an organisational structure as is the case with universities, but also to us who are bearers of this structure, whether we like it or not. In any case, this is true of our roles as owners of a certain amount of knowledge vis-à-vis the students. The issue here, perhaps, is whether life stories merely are a method? A pattern began to evolve, clearly showing that life stories even challenge existing organisational systems as such. It distances itself from mass education or traditional imparting of knowledge. It is not about the usual seminar, no matter how open such a seminar may be.

III. Different themes were chosen

Life stories as lived experiences concerning higher education

The study group, where each individual has contributed with a text containing remembrances and experiences concerning higher education, united after some discussions to focus on some common themes appearing as important for all.  From a white board full of concepts three main themes were chosen: Motivation and Driving Forces, Encounters and Power and Structure. These themes are in a way interrelated and some issues can be included in more than one theme. Crucial contents were also formulated as being important interpretive factors within the different themes.

1. Motivation/driving force

   Self-confidence

        Pleasure                                                                                                     




Content

Life itself  

                          
Surroundings

2. Encounters
          
Important persons



(university teachers)



Importance of senses

3. Power
 Frames/structures 
All participants picked the theme, which stood out as the most important and significant in their own text. Thus, three equally large groups became visible and the texts could be continuously worked at. The smaller working groups re-read their stories, now with focus on each theme respectively. The groups met for half a day to discuss and reflect on the group’s story and it became obvious that the groups dealt with the stories in quite diverse ways.

Motivation

One of the groups picked the theme “Motivation”. Before dealing with our texts, all participants had re-read each others’ texts at least once. Each and every one had prepared themselves by making a summary of what they, as readers, had found central to the chosen theme “Motivation” in the peers’ texts. Once a person had summarized, the nest person in the group added his or her central points. The group had not beforehand decided on who should make the introduction to the summaries, but happened ad hoc during the meeting. During this 

review, the author of the text was assigned the role of listener and had to withhold his or her comments until all the participants had had their sayings about the text. The texts were discussed and commented on once all the reviews were done. Together we created a mind map and tried to find both different and similar themes in the texts and which could bring some of the issues regarding motivation to light.

During the analysis of each others texts in the smaller group, we all appreciated that someone had taken the time to read and show an interest in my text. We were also struck by how the participants had managed to seize the thoughts of each and every one of us and had been able to read between the lines. This was not a negative experience – quite the contrary. The initial insecurity we had felt, when it was still unclear what our life stories should be used for gradually turned into amazement over how our texts seemed to mirror so much and could be used in so many different ways. In the analyses we have taken our departure in our joint experiences and assembled knowledge, which is commonly done in life story analyses (Ehn 1992, Bron-Wojciechowska, 1992).

Encounters

Another group picked the theme ”Encounters” and formed a group of five. Through re-reading the group’s five texts, we could identify several encounters, real encounters, which had taken place during our higher education. These encounters were now re-shaped in our texts. In the texts, the encounters appeared “in a socially constructed, contextualized, and linguistically stylized version” (Ehn, 1992, s.215) described through “one of many possible stories” (ibid, s.215). Under the concept of “encounters” we were able to bring together different kinds of encounters, confrontations and clashes between persons, settings, phenomenon and objects, described as we had chosen to portray them. 

At the next group seminar, we discussed the significance and meaning of such encounters, which were referred to as giving, satisfaction, and cultivating encounters. The meaning and significance were also referred to as an opening up of questions, musing, and as giving rise to a series of cumbersome – and more or less – negative feelings. In encounters as the latter, we also found a kind of learning, sometimes hard-earned, but with hindsight highly valued. One question that was asked was why we had chosen this particular theme and why did we chose not to participate in the groups, which dealt with the two other themes? What was it that we encountered in the texts and why did the theme capture us? The encounter with ourselves seemed to constitute a deep resonance in the texts. 

Let us somewhat develop what was so important to us. We were on to something essential. And, certainly, in this a significant learning took place. “Intro-reflection and reflection on others creates good opportunities for learning and understanding our own life and our own person” (Bron-Wojciechowska, 1992, s.48).

In the assignment, we had been given the opportunity to think about ourselves in the past tense. Through our recollections we gained contact with ourselves in an unexpected way. In a hectic working life, in which we meet and teach so many students, we had halted and made an effort to recollect our own school days. It was a weird experience to meet ourselves in the past and also put words on that experience. And all the recollections, which our memory made a stop at were re-lived and formulated in words; brought to live again. Emotions were contemplated and thoughts were given words. Fragrances, visual and auditory impressions met with our recollections. This searching in memory, this confrontation with past encounters, this exploration and writing turned into an important encounter by itself. Frigga Haug (1998) illustrates this reminisce writing. Memory is not just about remembering. It is also about how we at a later time look at our memories. New experiences changes us – both individually and collectively – and thus our view on what we have experienced changes”. It became a panorama of a reflective surface. We looked for ourselves in the mirror. We met other people and other things in the mirror, in the rear mirror. What happened when I searched for myself? Who did I see? Certainly, it became a surprising, significant, important, and meaningful encounter. Initially, in her text one of us asks the concrete question: “Who am I and why?” “To work on your memory and to create memories is a theoretical task, which consists of criticism, dialectics, and deliberation – all in one” says Frigga Haug (1998).

What experiences have we brought along, which are important to transfer to our job as teaching students? What consequences might it have for our courses? These will be questions to mull over for a long time. 

That is to say, in our five texts, we found different kind of encounters and we looked for what seemed to be important in these encounters. Several aspects stood out: Knowledge, Learning, Development, Challenge, Respect, Encouragement, Recognition, Participation, Hope, Responsibility, Meaningfulness, and Empathy. 

Our depicted encounters were distinguished by the fact that we could find, to different degrees, such aspects or blatant lack of some aspect. In order to move forward with our texts and our writing, we decided that each and every one of us should choose one or several of the thirteen aspects. When we had made our choice, it became obvious that the ten former aspects were the ones that drew most attention, while the three latter aspects were disregarded. We all re-read the group’s five texts with these newly chosen glasses and started to look for expressions – of or lack thereof – of the ten aspects respectively. 

Frames/Structures and Power

The four participants of the third group, all with their own life story, chose to focus on “Frames, structure, and power”. We re-read each others’ stories and at our first meeting we had an abundance of questions. Time flew and we were filled by memories, analyses, and insights. In this context, we started to shift focus from the power that we had been exposed to in different ways to the resistance and the counter-power, which we had nursed. It became obvious through our conversations how much power, resistance, and counter-power we had experienced in our lives, not the least in our education. This was especially interesting since the dominating pattern is characterized by our desire to “be good”, i.e. to show that we were good enough, that we were able to crack the code and comply with the institutional demands, even though content and work procedures were not designed to fit our life and experiences (see Smith, 2005). We started to look for that, in our experiences – on an individual, organizational, and societal level – which had enabled us to put up resistance and counter-power. We wrote new texts and asked how counter-power is born. Then, when we wrote our common text, one important question was how counter-power may arise at different times and in different settings. 

IV. Contents

Motivation in relation to our life stories

What can be learned upon analysing four life stories that focus on higher education? During the earlier described process in this paper we as a group could find some descriptions we all had in common with regard to the term motivation, i.e. issues that we thought we had detected in our respective texts as concrete examples for the term motivation. We claim that motivation as it is described in our biographies on learning is about

· it (motivation) originating during encounters

· the will to understand

· the will to change things

· challenge

Motivation’s/the driving force’s origin in an encounter

Motivation/driving force does not emanate from nothingness. Motivation often has its origin in an encounter that is engaging, positive or negative, and therefore ‘triggers something in us’. In such encounters a willingness to understand and maybe to change things may evolve. Sometimes such an encounter would take place between a pupil and a teacher, the latter having a knack for explaining things in an understandable way. An encounter may also be about coming into contact with a certain practice.

For the first time I was forced to try to understand the different preconditions of a teacher’s work. All pupils and teachers did not find what I’ve planned or the preparation I’ve received through my teacher education, the most central and important content to learn. They did take something into school which I had not been prepared to meet. This fact may be a challenging encounter with earlier ideas and will lead to the next part of our text.

The willingness to understand

A meeting make us curious. We want to understand; we want to create meaning and consistency in order to control ourselves and the content of our present life. The will to create meaning was also clearly expressed in our writing. Finally I was able to study the subjects I was interested in and I received the deepening of the subject I earlier had missed.

The willingness to change

One more driving force that we could gather from our texts was the willingness to change. The willingness to change originates from social commitment and is built on a sense for justice.  The will to change can include change of oneself, change of practice and/or change of society. One way among others to a willingness to change oneself and one’s own situation is to apply for further education. By questioning the work you do a willingness to change yourself and your practice may well . To change can also origin from the practice when one situation need a solution and further education can give you an answer. Working condition can also need to be changed and perhaps to apply for further education can give you more knowledge, which in return can lead to influence. The motivation of being involved may also lead to search for new knowledge in order to change society: I started to work with the trade union in order to be able to influence and change….

Challenge

An encounter is a challenge. The challenge in itself can become a driving force and it can also give you motivation to do something. The question is whether this challenge is understood in relation to the system or to ourselves? To challenge yourself is to a certain extent a question of fearing insecurity: Can I… Am I willing to… Do I dare…the origins for challenging a system are doubts, critical circumstances, e.g. the questions: are things really supposed to be this way? Is it possible to change/to make things better? The willingness to understand why things are the way they are and the willingness to change/influence are exposed in our texts. To challenge the system can be seen as one expression to resist frames we are bound to: 

I can hear myself mention my name and ”I want to become a teacher in order to take revenge on the injustices done to me during my school time.” And ”The huge crisis I was going through made me apply for other work outside school, but it wasn’t easy. I realised I had to break with traditional education.”

Encounters

Knowledge, learning and development in our life stories.

It is possible to distinguish between different themes that contribute to knowledge, learning and individuals’ development in our written texts. We attached great importance to encounters with people, different life worlds and different cultures and systems such as schools, church activities and associations. A variation of subjects involving encounters with our written texts was of importance for our own learning process.

People

It can be seen in our life stories the importance of someone close within the family or a relative in order to grow an interest or encourage to studies, studies as the parents themselves had not been able to do. It can also be a leisure time activity as was founded in early years and as someone in the family has encouraged. But also we took own initiatives as children, in order to learn. A mother’s bunny baking could be the input to the first analyses of sounds. This was ignored by the teacher in school and could even be punished. Learning children how to read was her task! Teachers could serve as important models, but also those who served as bad models have contributed to learning or non-learning. Just think about how important a teacher’s treatment is! Here we can see how behaviouristic ideas were conducted, when teachers in school were the ones who had the knowledge to fill our empty brains up. The pupils own knowledge and experiences were of no value. The influence of friends and later on students were for sure more important for their learning.

Different life worlds and culture meetings

Growing up in town or countryside may have been important for our learning and the circumstances that later on affected the type of life world we belonged to. Games were organised in a play-yard in a suburb of Stockholm by one of our female writer, now a pre-school teacher. Maybe the qualities of leadership were grounded already here. To grow up in the countryside could mean closeness to nature and animals, especially if there was a farm close by. The daily business was mediated by the individual and nature gave a number of sources of learning of the secrets hidden there. The fantasy did blossom.

The system

One school as did give basis for certain values was Sunday school. There was no way to question the bible knowledge we received, neither the knowledge we received when we started school. Then we had to be clever and do what the teacher told us. The teacher had all the knowledge. Someone was also taught to be mischievous and not always follow the pattern as was expected by pupils in school.

Challenge

A challenge can of course be described in many different ways. The question we raise here is: What does a challenge mean when we meet higher education? Challenges are also a question about how to dare to change the present system, how to be able to influence, how to dare to question… how to try to deal with different ways of knowledge etc.

To challenge yourself

To challenge yourself might mean you have to make your own choice, not to follow what a certain culture study group expects from you, as you are part of, or a social class where you grow up. This is something being described by all members in our group, how different ways by meeting new knowledge will challenge you and how it will presume new ways to think about learning and knowledge. It’s not only by meeting new theoretical knowledge you’ll be challenged. Meeting people from your own culture in your own country as well as people have also developed new perspectives with different cultures from foreign countries. Demands to challenge yourself can appear early in life, already in your childhood. To be able to influence and be part of a change of content in school, where you are employed, are expressed by many of the group members. Change may also presume that you together with others dare to be part of a changing process.

Respect

One concept that’s central is respect, when analyzing people’s meetings in different situations and age groups, as well as in socially and pedagogically contexts. Respect has got a special meaning in the different contexts, and can be extensive in its interpretation. Some of the starting points of respect that are exemplified by the group members in their life stories are to have respect for children, for teachers, for different education systems, knowledge and also respect for different generations.

Encouragement, acknowledgement and participation

 Some points as have permeated our writings are the feelings of a being pushed forward by encouragement and acknowledgement, both from close family members, friends, teachers and classmates, as well as out of our own interest a feeling of togetherness, meaningfulness. This has been an important motive. We feel grateful to certain people who have influenced our choices in life. In our work we are able to think about this by being committed teachers, teachers that will notify the students and by giving encouragement, to make them feel seen and acknowledged, without segregating anyone. The culture of a seminar is also very important, as it gives everyone more opportunities to talk, to develop their thoughts, to be listened to and hopefully feel more strengthened. We have also realised the importance of being part of a context, to belong to something. We have also in our writings realised the stimulation we have received from our free time activities and the life world outside school and higher education.

Hope

A meeting may give a feeling of hope. In the concept of hope are expectations of something meaningful and development present. Such a hope is close to a confidence in the meeting and the trust to those or the content you will meet. The authors of our writings have expressed such hope to a meeting, either it’s a meeting with somebody known to you or something. Unknown. The hope, the trust of repeated meetings relate to earlier meaningful and developing experiences. Hope might therefore be tied to an expression of longing, which is seen in some of the writings. Hope can also be united with a type of driving force.

Responsibility

 A meeting might lead to o feeling of responsibility. In the concept of responsibility lies a personal responsibility of something or someone. One driving force that here exist has got a moralistic character. By being responsible you can show endurance, being able to manage to fulfil a personal task. You can feel this personal responsibility in the meeting with a phenomenon or a person. It can also be related to other persons in the case that someone else demands responsibility. A responsible person will experience that responsibility is the answer of one demand. Demands make you be responsible. Throughout our writings it is expressed the responsibility taken by each person for their own education. You as a person are prepared to take responsibility for the knowledge you received or understood. In our writings we also express the responsibility we didn’t take. In one of our writings meeting with literature, during your time of study, is described. The author of text B from her own critical point of view is describing one perspective of the literature. Despite that, there was no question of a feeling of a responsibility to communicate this criticism to classmates, study group or teacher.

One component of responsibility is also moralistic. Sometimes this is very obvious. Consciousness about lack of personal responsibility is expressed in the writings. The author tells when she looks back how an obvious demand wasn’t met with a personal responsibility. In this context the importance of models are also described.

Power and structure

Four of us have written about power, resistance - but not being without power - at different times and places (doubt, conflict, resistance and struggle for power).  We have mixed different stages of our respective lives, different times and also different places. At one point we referred to Bernstein (1977) to be able to show what codes we hade been part of and how we had reacted to them. 

One of us describes how she in early childhood, because she was part of two very different cultures, could practice a kind of resistance by playing with her young uncles. Another one sums up her schooling in Germany, in the eighties, writing: “ My own education through compulsory school and university is paved with or permeated with several experiences of both painful and positive character of a kind that I just can’t shake off. When I think back on my own schooling I today understand that I often lacked words in spite of the fact that I am a so-called verbal person. But what I said met no response.
Studying at university can be described as (in the sixties): No, I wasn’t experienced in fighting the system when I came to Uppsala. Student democracy hadn’t been heard of, the system was powerful and the teachers acted according to the system. This was obvious in different ways, among others in the teachers who executed their power by denying us the right to use their Christian names and addressed us by Miss + our last names. But I spent time with my fiancée, studied diligently (most of the time) and graduated in three years. Resistance, when the courses were too boring was passive. I spent long mornings in bed instead of going to lectures which focused on underlining facts in the textbooks.

But also (in the seventies): Life in Lund was rich and thrilling. The studies?  Cramming was on the agenda even here. We were to be examined in world religions (except Christianity) after five weeks. I remember lectures in big halls with many people, where I took notes frantically and then went home, to the university library or the town library, to study like a madman. Gradually my studies became a bit more peripheral compared to other things in my life. My studies a few days before an examination became intense and I seldom put out the light before four am on the day on the examination.

When we read through the texts and talked about our respective memories of our schooldays it became obvious what importance time and place had had, but also our teachers´personalities. In all our stories there is happiness and encouragement, pride and hunger for knowledge as well as meaningless cramming, alienation, serious humiliation and retaliatory measures. In some way this mixture of experiences has nevertheless lead to our working in higher education, as postgraduate students, researchers and lecturers.

Where did we get the strength to react against the system? There are many questions and the answers are not that easy to give. What impact did it have, that our first encounters with higher education meant cramming and gigantic amounts of literature? Literature, which seemed pre-destined for our courses? Using Bernstein’s (1977) terminology: classification was strong. 

One of us describes it in these words: My remembrances of power when studying are mainly connected to organization and content – not to people. I didn’t feel that my experiences counted. I became part of an organization, which I had to adapt to – and I became a cue- seeker. Being a well-behaved girl I broke the code, took my exam but remained alienated.

Was it a reaction against all this that made me take an interest in alternative or so called emancipating pedagogy during my studies at the teacher education college and afterwards? Or did I do it because of the spirit of the time? Or did my ancestors, who had engaged in adult education and temperance movement, play an important part in my search for something different?

V. Consequences

What do we do with our memories? Do they contribute to something in an overall perspective or in a specific context in higher education? Do we rationalize when we look back, construct explanations of different events that do not really make the events justice – and what impact does this have on how we look upon ourselves as researchers and teachers today? Do we become better human beings by looking back on our lives, by remembering?

Gradually we have become convinced that memories can set thoughts free and cast light on resources that we didn’t really know we had. Strategies and patterns in our own behaviour (as teachers and researchers) will become obvious, and this can lead to interesting questions concerning our own ways of teaching.

Working with our Life stories – experiences

Having experienced working with a particular 

approach gives you a great advantage when using it with your students. This course, during which we ourselves have worked with Life story, has given us valuable experiences, both positive and negative. In our group we agree that this is a very good way to make students (and in this case ourselves) become engaged in their own learning and also to get to know themselves. This is important in the professions (teachers, health care professions) for which we teach and train our students. A Life stories is about yourself, and to write about yourself can sometimes be difficult as it is different from what is normally done in higher education. Much of what is written, both in compulsory school and in higher education, is a description of someone or something else, something beside yourself. Your reflections concern other persons´ texts. It is hard to put your own person in focus (Ehn, 1992) Our experiences of producing written texts have varied, but this kind of writing, using the I – form, have demanded something new from us. This unusual situation, starting in our own experiences, made us reflect on what freedom we have when writing in higher education.

We have also reflected upon the necessity to know why you write, for whom you write – and what use you have of what you have written. It must be made clear that all that is told and written is for the group members´ ears and eyes only. This group can be described as relatively homogenous. We are all experienced writers and teachers and our backgrounds are fairly similar when it comes to higher education. In one of our Life stories this was stressed: discussions in groups are facilitated by the homogeneity of its members. We must not forget that the chances of a successful outcome when using this approach have to do with these conditions: our students differ in age, background, life experiences and experience of writing.

What does it mean then that motivation came to be an important term in ours life stories and in what way can it have an impact on our work as university teachers? When we teachers meet new students it is important to bear in mind our results. It is quite common for teachers to think that students actually feel motivated and driven to study just because they enrolled for a professional programme. This is of course one of their motives, but with the help of our own stories we have realised that there can be several different reasons for applying to a certain university programme. Thus it is important for us as teachers to make use of these different kinds of motives our students have and to adjust courses accordingly. One way of implementing this is to let students write their own biographies related to learning and to find out more about their own motives. These motives can be subconscious and subtle. Pierre Dominicé (2000) writes that adults often are very unclear about their needs and that it can take months for them to discover what they had really been looking for. Nowadays, education is part of a market. ”Customers” are free to choose among the courses offered in the course catalogue and what best suits their individual needs. In this way the individuals’ needs are filtered in relation to the courses on offer. Dominicé maintains that adults’ expectations often are the result of educational organisations and that adults’ needs ought to be regarded as a reaction to what becomes explicit within the frame of reference and the type of educational programme which is on offer rather than as an expression for what individual adults’ actual wishes and goals. 

Consequences for us, the educators

In the light of our own experiences we made by working with our life stories as well as how our various themes can be seen in relation to higher education, we pose the question as to what consequences these experiences may have for us as teachers. How can courses within the university be organised in order to make use of students’ experiences so that we together with the students can enter meaningful processes? How can we use students’ experiences of education in order to motivate them better and add depth to their learning? Are life stories and research circles applicable approaches? We can identify ourselves in Pierre Dominicé’s words: 

”I do not want to deny the contribution of instrumental learning, but what comes out of the research done with educational biographies confirms the idea that adult learning is deeply rooted in the experiences of life history. Well-structured teaching content does not guarantee efficiency in adult learning, which is a kind of self-educative process. In the formal context of teaching, adults never learn without reorganizing the content of what they have heard or hear. Adult education should, then, also be an opportunity for adult learners to be more aware of what they already know, of the way they want to continue their education, and what they hope to accomplish beyond the fantasies they have about their future” (Dominicé, op.cit. p. 210).

Our task therefore is to make room for encounters in the course of which students become aware of their own experiences, knowledge and motives in order to enable them to build upon all this. To get to know oneself is all the more important when having a job that involves working with people as is e.g. the case with teachers or therapists. A certain sort of view on humans, knowledge and learning is not only a theoretical issue, but also a practical one, which ought to be expressed by means of practical action: 

”It is a method of critical reflection through which the theoretical questions of epistemology become an existential debate about the meaning of adulthood.” (Ibid, p.  211)
Writing one’s own life story triggers many thoughts, old memories come to life and there is the risk of psychologising, which is not at all, what life story is about. Thus, it is paramount for teachers to be prepared to listen to life stories and be able to handle them in a pedagogic perspective. The teacher as well as students of a course in which life story is applied ought to be clear about the conditions of this method. It ought to be clarified why life stories are written, for whom they are written and what the written material will be used for. What is the real purpose of the life story? It is also important to define precisely the theme for the life story. If we use life stories as a method of teaching our students in the way we have done in our university teacher course, another important point is to reflect upon to what end the life stories are used and how the written material is to be handled in consideration of the group and ethic rules. In what way should the stories be told within the group? What is their focus? How do we actually involve students in this? Do all students want to be part of such a method?

The stories we have written closely relate to the process of lifelong learning. New knowledge, new perspectives via literature, people we meet, new cultures etc, challenge our own thoughts, development, our own culture and the organisation we are part of with our work. The need to be able to be part of all this, to be able to make a difference is one driving force, which is expressed in our life stories in different ways. Sometimes together with other people and sometimes alone as the individuals we are. Dominicé’s description of our need to dream (cf. above, op.cit.) may be yet another driving force which allows us to transcend our own limitations. This is perhaps a prerequisite in order to feel the courage to change things and to challenge ourselves. 

In our life stories it becomes apparent how our friends’ influence and significance appears to become successively more important as we rise in the hierarchy of education as well as the significance of being responsible for ourselves. Earlier on, the people who were closest to us were most important for our learning. Yet, a teacher’s positive signals so that we know we are seen and can feel important. People’s interactions when they meet become constantly more important the higher we rise in the hierarchy.

The encounters we have described here have had a varying impact on all of us who have written their life stories on higher education. It was not until we had written down our life stories that this impact could be made visible to a certain extent.

How do we university teachers deal with power and resistance today?

The picture of power and resistance has deepened while this work had been progressing, notwithstanding that our life stories came about rather spontaneously. Do we not, after all, possess more power and strength in order to see through structures and circumstances and to change things than what is often believed to be the case? How can/should we incorporate this insight in our way of teaching? What does it mean for students training to become teachers and for university teachers themselves? What do we do with all this today? How adjusted to our education programmes are we and what possibilities do we offer our students to enable them to see through structures which surround and limit our education and lives? How do we as university teachers deal with power and resistance today? What standpoints do we have, what do we do and what role do we play as university teachers? This is what a participant in our course says: 

I have certain power over a course’s contents and forms of teaching and I do mark papers etc – of course I do. The functions of power are strongly reminiscent of those in school although the context is different. Limitations regarding power are of a different nature, too. I do not have any influence on organisational matters in general, I’m caught up and jerking about in structures which are the result of political decisions and an academic power game and I am to navigate through all this as best as I can in my position. My possibilities to make an impact on and challenge the overall system are small. My possibilities for this are within the framework of designing a few of the courses, in the encounters with students and in my concrete, pedagogical practice. Nowadays I am to a larger extent part of a power structure than what was the case when I was a secondary school teacher. This means that I do practice power more at the same time as I am considerably exposed to other people’s power over me. How do I handle this? What are the consequences of this for the students I meet? How do I relate to their experiences and their backgrounds now that I am an educator of teacher students? And how does teacher education take in the teacher students’ experiences and backgrounds?

This is particularly interesting now that we have an education policy whose intention it is to open up for new groups of students, thus increasing the number of students in the population as a whole (government bill 2001/02:15). Delanty (2001) argues that knowledge is more widespread in society as a consequence of mass education and that knowledge no longer is an elite’s privilege. This means that we meet a large group of students from vastly different backgrounds and experiences and that it is safe to assume that these students feel just as alien – and are conceived as such as well - in and by the academic world as I did and was in 1971. 

What does it mean, then, that half the population or more is to be academically educated? What does it mean that professional educational programmes have been academisised as was the case with teacher’s education? Isn’t this saying that academic knowledge is above all other forms of knowledge and experience? Teacher education is equivalent with mass education nowadays. Students are lured into thinking that they have influence on and power over their own education, which is often expressed in terms such as freedom of choice. In reality, there is no such thing because freedom of choice and influence collide with ambitions of efficiency, demands on a speedy student turnover, poor economy, which results in large student groups and fewer lessons (lectures, seminars, supervising etc). Freedom of choice is to quite some extent confronted by an employment market where students’ choices are not considered. Instead, the market’s requirements and need of work power is what ”naturally” counts. In relation to ‘my’ 1970s, the rhetoric has probably changed most. Freedom of choice is, as already mentioned, a positive, politically correct term and constantly offered evaluations carried out by students’ may give a wrong impression of having some influence on one’s education. But the frameworks for the organisation, structure and economy are stipulated and determined. Students may have an influence on literature and the organisations of lectures or seminars, which is about it. Referring to Bernstein (1977) this could maybe be described as strong classification and weak framing (+C, -F). That means that the power over what should be ”produced” remains unchanged and the possibilities to influence are within well defined frameworks.

How does resistance manifest itself then? How do teachers understand and cope with students’ resistance? A ‘we-against-them’ way of thinking may develop on both the students’ and teachers’ side. Educators of teacher students become dehumanised representatives for the educations system, who burden students with far too inconvenient work. An educators of teacher students sigh about students’ lacking insight as far as the relevance of theory is concerned. Students don’t understand that an academic education is a full-time job, well, students are sometimes described as downright lazy and detached. Mass education automatically means a sort of dehumanisation of teachers as well as students and efficiency becomes the paramount term. Organisation, examiners and contents are to be subject to such a design, which enables a high student turnover at the same time. In the students’ evaluations points are expressed such as ‘too much work with so many lectures, boring lectures, too much literature, tedious literature, difficult literature’. In my opinion, the students who utter such critique are those who are most foreign to and in the academic world. These are students coming from non-academic backgrounds and who therefore block out theoretical contents, which very well can be interesting and relevant for a future teacher. Their (the students’) resistance turns into declining of certain contents caused by a feeling of having no power at all.

Upon closer reflection it is perhaps easy to guess that all this on power and resistance has been written by women who are in perfect command of their respective time’s societal codes and who chose to make use of the tools for resistance which were on offer at the time. This does not imply that it was ”right” or ”wrong” to use these tools. It is rather an expression of a more or less wholesome equilibrium in the democratic society of which they were part as well as the insight that it is indeed possible to take control over one’s own life, at least partially. What then does it mean to have power or not in an academic context? In a critical-theoretical education perspective the official discourse of what it means to a teacher should be redefined (cf.Giroux & McLaren, 1989). The question should be posed whether the diversity which is decreed for Swedish universities really is expressed in the academic practice and partly even theory, which constitute the academic organisation at present (cf government bill 2004/05:15). One important aspect of teaching and learning is to take seriously students’ different (life) experiences regarding their different backgrounds, languages and traditions (Giroux & MacLaren, op.cit). By this, Giroux and MacLaren do not mean that students’ experiences ”should be celebrated or embraced as truth”. It is rather about 

(..) Developing a critically affirmative language that works both with and on the 
experiences that students bring to the classroom. Although this approach is 
often designed to valorise the language forms, modes of reasoning, dispositions, 
and histories that students use in defining the world, it is also meant to 
make student experience an object of critical analysis and debate. 
Similarly, it 
means teaching students how to identify, unravel, and critically appropriate the 
codes, vocabularies, and deep grammar of different cultural traditions. Such a 
pedagogy provides the foundation for developing curricula and pedagogical 
models that replace the authoritative language of recitation and imposition with 
an approach that allows students to speak from their own histories and 
traditions 
while simultaneously challenging the very grounds of knowledge 
and power that work to silence them. (Giroux & McLaren, a.a., xxiv).

The application of life stories or ‘life history method’ can therefore be about how frameworks for knowledge can have an impact on the contents of knowledge. This does not only go for students who are incorporated in a university’s structure but also for university teachers who are the bearers of this structure, whether we like it or not. University teachers are indeed owners of a certain amount of knowledge. Ronald Barnett (2003) describes in what way universities do find themselves between a rock and a hard place these days.

The uncertainties in front of universities are clear enough even if their implications are from clear. A vocabulary emerges of fragmentation, 
unpredictability, chaos and even pandemonium. Yet this fragility does not fully capture the stat of the university today. For that, we have to go beyond uncertainty to unease. (..) The university is a moral institution in that the very 
notion of ”university” stands for a universality of some kind, even if the spelling out of any universality is problematic. The concept of ’university’ is connected 
with a number of concepts, such as reason, truth, knowledge, communication, understanding, openness, critique and freedom. Again, each of these concepts is problematic and their problematic character weakens the conceptual force of ’university’. Yet this conceptual hinterland of ’university’ endures. (op.cit. p. 40)

And maybe it is thus that we who have participated in this research-cycle like course with our focus on the application of life stories in higher education and who are the authors of this paper, can identify with something that Mary Wollstonecraft formulated as early as in 1797:

Those who are bold enough to advance before the age they live in, and to through off, by the force of their own minds, the prejudices which the maturing reason of the world will in time disavow, must learn to brave censure. We ought not to be too anxious respecting the opinions of others. (from Härnsten & Köhler 1996, p. 24)     


The most impressive and lasting feeling about this paper is that we have given each other support and we have become stronger to stand up for what we now see. Also, there is a strong  wish to continue this kind of work one way or another.
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