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Introduction

Reflective, independent learning of mature students is the main focus in the research project we are working in together with partners of five other European countries
. We will present one particular case which we are going to examine against or compare with our empirical and theoretical knowledge. This is the case of a male mature student who, while narrating his story, is puzzled with a sudden reflection and self-reflection on his way of learning and the possible consequences of such learning for his personal, social and working life. We will be carrying an in-depth analysis of the interview with the student to find out what happens in the story when the realisation takes place. The discovery that learning is not an individual and unique course but a social process in its own right triggers a reflection and a spontaneous or even an illuminating reaction based on biographical learning.

We will problematise and advance the concept of biographical learning in the last part of the paper and link this concept with identity work as well as with the self and the others. We will use among others G. H Mead's theory of self, with the support from the reality, i.e. empirical data. The way of conducting life history interview is regarded a crucial methodological tool which allows researchers to initiate the process of reflection and self-reflection. We will challenge the predominant view in the contemporary higher education ideology that learners as unique and individual persons learn in a specific and unique way without being affected by others. We will also go beyond a view of a collective versus individual learning and advance the idea that learning is a social process already from the very start.

The narrated construction and the constructing of life

Learning from our lives is the key factor that Pierre Dominicé (2000) emphasises/puts forward in his book about life history. A learning process that occurs through narrating especially when a life history method is used consciously in higher education is the method which can facilitate construction of knowledge. Learning from our lives and through life story telling might also arise when the life story is used as research method. However, this is nothing new for researches in adult education, as they are very much aware that learning processes can occur during the narrating phase and in the interaction between the actor and the researcher (Bron & Lönnheden, 2004, Stroobants, 2005, West, 2001). There is also awareness of being too close to a therapeutically situation which is beyond a researcher task. Alheit (1995) discusses the problems and risks that are involved in life history method. This paper presents a case where life history is used as a research method and where a storyteller constructs and understands his learning experiences from his higher education perspective in a new way during the narration. In the first part of the paper we will present an analysis of Ted's story while the second part will focus more in depth on a theoretical understanding of learning processes through narrating.

From an electrician to a nurse

Ted, who is 33 years of age, lives as a lone parent taking care of his 9 years old daughter every second week. When the life history interview took place he was in the end of the three-year lasting education to obtain the nursing bachelor degree at Mälardalen University in the middle of Sweden. Being thirty years old he started higher education as a non-traditional student. His life course, he said, was right from the beginning rather predictable. He didn’t like compulsory school very much and he was not a very active pupil during his studies at that time, “compulsory school was not really my piece of cake….instead I wanted to be oriented toward more specific things when I learned”. He found the education unstructured and it was something he disliked. After compulsory school he did not bother to make choices according to what he really wanted but what was expected of him. All the men in his family were working in traditional male sector with corporal work and to follow this established tradition he decided, with support from his family, to become an electrician. On the one hand he thinks that the choice was right at that time but on the other hand he already then had a dream to work somehow with people. Thus to become an electrician was not really a way to fulfil that dream. After working for two years as an electrician, he became unemployed and decided to go back to school. His aim was to complete three years upper secondary school and receive a qualification to attend higher education. In addition to the compulsory subjects needed he also studied psychology and philosophy and became even more interested in people. By the time he finished his courses, however, there was no application time to higher education so instead he continued to study for one and a half years more to become a welding technician. Still the new qualification did not make it easier for him to get any employment so after some short part-time temporary jobs he begun instead to work as a warder at a jail/detention centre. During those years he settled down with a partner. He liked his job and made some kind of a career at the detention centre and acquired more and more responsibility. This however was not corresponding to his salary which he experienced as annoying. He decided to put demand on the employers by delivering them an ultimatum. If they didn’t raise his salary he would quit. The employer didn’t take him seriously so he fulfilled his threat, took study leave and in spring 2003 started higher education courses to become a nurse. 

Higher learning and transformation of life

Learning as Ted recalls has contributed to changes in his life prospects (life’s transformation) in several ways. His working class background and also being a man but studying in a traditional female area are two different factors influencing his life course towards changes into new directions and drifting away from his relatives. He says: “I am probably the first one who has studied at higher education in my family”. He reflects what meaning does it have to him and also to his young daughter “it is fun because my daughter and I talk a lot about school. She wants to become a veterinary surgeon and she seems to have realised that she needs higher education to fulfil that dream and an excellent exam to be admitted to university”. He sounds rather proud when he tells that he has managed to change direction not only in his own life but also that his young daughter is acting consciously in a way he himself never did. His story highlights the importance of support within a family context. By breaking social pattern Ted opens up new fields for a new generation in his family. The other track, changing direction towards a female dominated area is nothing he proudly talks about. Rather the fact that he has done something he wanted rather than something he was expected to fulfil makes him proud. This self confidence to do things differently from what significant others expected him to do grew with age. We can refer here to the structure and agency tension taking place where Ted recognises that he is taking his life in his own hands. 

In the questionnaire, that preceded the life story interview, Ted expressed the following, “my thinking has been transformed from rather simplistic one with a clear image of the reality towards a more critical thinking. Both lectures, seminars and my own work put together are functioning best”. That kind of development is of a special interest in the PRILHE project which aim is to find out what might promote autonomous learning in higher education. When reminding him of his answer he tells a story about how he experienced his education to become a nurse. In the beginning he thought that the education would be more oriented towards medicine and surgery but that was not the reality. It has been focused on ‘caring science’ (vårdvetenskap) and he was surprised and somehow disappointed that there was so much theory to be learned. On the other hand he points out that it is precisely because of learning the theory and new concepts he found possibilities to develop and reflect in new ways. 

“To study at higher education has raised me as a person [---] it is like that I feel…..now I can sit down and think from other people’s perspective too, not only from my own”. 

When Christina asks him how he discovered this change in his life he answers, 

“In the beginning it was not like that. It was more this classical thing that now I shall swot and solve problems and so on. I wanted it structured and linear but then I started to think that it might be other aspects behind……how long might it have taken……maybe half a year approximately and then more radical things happened…..so things changed a lot…..and as I am nowadays I would not even had recognised myself at that time”. 

Partly because of this change he separated from his partner. This was something that a close friend of him, who studied social sciences, had foreseen when he started to study. “I give your relationship two years more, then it will be over” the friend said. Something Ted found really strange at the time but later it was something he found interesting. 

In the beginning Ted didn’t realise these changes himself but friends in the rugby team where he plays noticed and expressed it in terms of “damn you think” and “darn you have started to change, it is a little bit strange”. Their reactions also contributed to Ted’s self-consciousness and self-reflection about his way of transformation as a person. 

Mainly Ted is convinced that it is because of the theories he has learned that the transformation took place. In the beginning the theories were like Greek to him but later on things fell into the place. The theories stimulated his thinking somehow, he says. Before he already had those thoughts he is expressing now but he had not had enough words for them. It was more like a feeling he says ”but now I can express them in words and I think that is what have contributed to my development”. 

Learning individually and together

In our research project the main question we are interested in is ‘how to promote autonomous reflective learning’? Therefore Christina decided to ask Ted if he had experienced something in the teaching methods that contributed to such development. Here Ted hesitates and tells the following, 

T: I don’t know actually…..because I do like you know….I like to be independent…I mean I like to work on my own…..”

C: mmmm

T: but……..the teaching method with seminars…….I don’t know how to express it…..a lecture and then reading a lot on your own and then a seminar at the end, that I like because I think it contributes to growth and then you have time to reflect on what a lecturer said in the beginning and everything and then you can communicate, your own thoughts in the end. 

C: mmmm

T: I think this is a growth, an improvement because then you can share your thoughts with other people in the same situation.

IP: Jaa, det vet jag faktiskt inte... eftersom, för att jag gillar ju det här att jag gillar ju det här självständiga att jag får jobba själv och så här..

CL: mmm

IP: ..men …. Men själva undervisningsmetoden att man har ett seminarium, ja vet inte hur ja ska saga, en föreläsning och sen får man läsa mycket själv och sen kommer ett seminarium sen I slutet den gillar jag för att jag tror det är väldigt utvecklande och då har man tid till att reflektera över ”vad som dom sa från starten” när han stod och berätta och allting och sen får man redovisa själv sina egna tankar i slutet...

CL: mm

IP: … Jag tror att det är utvecklande för då får man ju dela tankar med andra människor som sitter i samma sits.

C: mm,mm..

T: They function as a sounding board

C: and you have read the same literature?

T: Yes of course

C: mmmm

T: and that is developing, a growth, a development…

Even if Ted seems to appreciate the other students as recourses to his own study he somehow emphasises nevertheless how important the individual studying is to him. His spontaneous reaction to the question is that he is not convinced that the teaching methods have any direct importance; instead he sees his own effort, his individual work as the most important contribution. When trying to find something in addition to his individual effort he starts to reflect and a process to re-evaluate starts here. He mentions lectures with a following up seminar as something valuable. Later in the story he comes back to how much he likes to work on his own and how much his own effort and work is the crucial part in his learning. Already here he sends out a double message; he prefers to work alone but he likes to talk to/with others for example at the seminars. When telling about the seminars he describes a climate where different perspectives are permitted where one has a room with a lofty ceiling for expressing different opinions. He describes this as a good environment for his personal growth. Later on Christina asks

C: How have you preceded during your studies…you said before that you enjoyed working alone

T: mm

C…..

T…..Yes but at the same time (laugh) … I borrowed a computer because I don’t have one so in the end I have one … I have one that I borrowed from my father 

C: mmm

T A laptop with disc station and everything… I am not good in computers self.

C: mmm

T: so I have carried floppy disks between school and home

C: mmm

T: and I have borrowed books….of course what we ought to read but also other literature to get deeper into the subject. 

C: How often have you done that?

T: almost in every single course to get another perspective on the subject ….another way of thinking…….

[---]

C: I can imagine that you have obtained even more angles of approaches because of that….has there been a lot of group work during your studies?

T: Yes….a lot and a lot…..we have had some…but not so many. In the beginning it was some more as we were organised in groups from the beginning…..it has been both good and bad, my group was very good… but I am not so fond of it….

C: mm

T: especially not when it comes to solving problems and such things ……it is fun to have someone to bandy ideas with but….when you feel that the thought that I have, that I consider is the best, is not accepted by the others then it is difficult….at least sometimes…..so you have to compromise when someone else is coming up with an idea and then when you are making the presentation it might be like that, that my idea was the right one which I didn’t fight for. This is mainly the reason why I don’t like working in groups. 

In this paragraph Ted describes how he is studying on his own and why his preferences lie there. He has had some problems when it comes to technology/tools which he is not mastering so well. This contributes to some problems while choosing to work alone. To some extent he is dependent on others for help. He has found some solutions which are functioning acceptably. His other strategy has been to read some literature than required in order to give him other perspectives. Considering learning by narrating the first sentence in the paragraph is of a particular interest. When Christina draws attention to his earlier declaration that he prefers to work alone, he answers “Yes but at the same time” followed up with a short laugh. One interpretation is that already here he seems to revise his statement about working alone but he does not express it more than with a laugh. The last sentences however also describes that he does not like to negotiate with others while working together. Still, while wanting to influence the work he does not want to fight for it. To compromise is nothing he prefers and there have been occasions when other people who are more eager to fight for their own sake had won. But in the end as it has been shown Ted’s ideas were more appropriate than those which won. Angry on himself for not fighting enough and disappointed in the others who lack capacity or knowledge as well as on their power in the situation makes him prefer working on his own. Working in groups as he tells in the story is nothing for him. And still it is in this confrontation that he realised that his learning is the best.

A few minutes later he speaks about the group and his impression of his classmates, a story that contrasts with the picture of the group work he was telling before. 

T: From the beginning we were about 50 in the classroom and the strange thing is that no one distinguished themselves or behaved badly or anything like that….instead we all had the same goal or something like that. There have been some changes and drop outs but still it is this kind of feeling that it has been 50 nice people I have been studying together with……it has been real fun……

…från början var vi säkert 50 stycken så där i samma klassrum och det är ingen som har stuckit ut eller betett sig dåligt eller nåt sånt utan alla har varit mot samma mål eller vad man ska säga och sedan har det ju blivit ändringar att folk har hoppat av och bytit till Västerås och så där men fortfarande är det den här känslan att det har varit 50 trevliga människor jag har gått med…det har varit riktigt kul……..
He seems a little bit surprised that not even a single person is a problematic or unpleasant in the whole group. Obviously he likes the whole big group but at the same time he does not prefer to work with them in smaller groups. Thus, maybe these two paragraphs, the one about how nice the others are and the former one how fruitful it is to learn by seminars and from discussion with others, trigger self-reflection later on. But before that he refers to the interaction between himself and the other students and finding the age diversity in the group particularly interesting. That episode has been of importance to him considering his own transformation and it even shows how he has been dealing with self-reflection during his studies. 

In the beginning of his studies Ted made an experience he has been reflecting upon several times afterwards. A twenty-one years old female fellow-student gave him some ‘good’ advice about bringing up his daughter which /many including him/ reacted upon, he says:

But this situation that she was so narrow-minded…..that she thought that she could explain to me what to do…..I was not alone in reacting upon that……..but after a while I was thinking that….this I have been thinking on several times afterwards....when a person doesn’t have own experiences still she might have knowledge that she learnt from books or….maybe she has thirteen brothers or what ever……she has knowledge as well even if she is not in the same situation as me….and that is what is interesting …..we also have a woman who is about fifty, I think, who can contribute with other things because she has much more life experience than I have…..and then this age difference becomes very interesting because it gives different angles of approaches. [---] so something I became is being more humble toward other peoples' opinions and thoughts ….this I think I have developed during my studies as well. 

men just det här att hon var ju så trångsynt….att hon trodde att hon kunde förklara för mig att så här ska du göra….och det var fler än jag som reagerade på det…..men sedan efter ett tag så tänkte jag så här att ……det här har jag gått tillbaks till flera gånger just den här situationen …..att när en människa som inte har det kanske har andra kunskaper och att dom kunskaperna kanske hon har läst sig till och….kanske har tretton bröder eller vad som helst…..hon har de kunskaperna hon med även om hon inte har dom förutsättningar som jag har………och det är väl lite det som är intressant och just det….sen har vi hon som är …..jag tror hon 50 som kan tillföra andra saker eftersom hon har ännu mera livserfarenheter än vad jag har…..och då blir den här spridningen väldigt intressant för då har man så många infallsvinklar….

men……just det här med åldersbiten tycker jag är intressant för det kommer in så mycket…..just dom…..jag har alltid varit så här fascinerad av äldre människor eftersom dom har levt längre än mig och förhoppningsvis har mera kunskaper på grund av det ….och lyssnat på vad dom har att säga och så där….den biten har lyft…..och sen just det att du kan se det att även en yngre människa då kan få in det här med sina kunskaper …..hon har ju andra värderingar och tankesätt………så…..någonting som jag har blivit det är mer ödmjuk inför andras åsikter och tankar och så där….det tror jag också att jag har utvecklat nu under studierna…
When summing up what Ted has been telling so far is that on the one hand he argues that he likes or even prefers to work on his own. The most important reason for that seems to be that he does not like to compromise with other people and it seems that he does not yet have enough courage in the interaction with others to fight for his own opinion. Instead he seems to give up. Disappointment in others in such situations has contributed to his interpretation of the situation i.e. that he prefers working alone. Another picture, on the other hand, is evolving from his story i.e. it is interesting for him to discuss with others, coming together with different perspectives and challenging each other. New conclusions that are coming up from listening to others and meeting nice people who allow different opinions are something which Ted finally appreciates. It is the latter that Ted pays attention to when Christina in the end of his story asked a question.
C: what have you found most enjoying during your studies?

T: yea……I told you before that I do not like to work in groups…….……but I believe it is the meeting with all people…………………it is that…………….

C: (smiles with a small giggle)

T: …it is a little bit contradictory but it is the meeting with the people…………………….new acquaintances and…..yes………it feels a bit that this is the main thing with studying in reality…….to meet new people and get those new perspectives……………toward studying…………life……interests……….

C: mmm

T: You get some knowledge too, which is a bonus…..

Here is exactly the turning point he has come to in his story. Probably he sums up what he has been telling about before as well as his experiences so far and acknowledges that they were not congruent. Even if he does not reject the individual part of studying suddenly he realises that to some extent he argues against himself. It might be the reaction from Christina that makes him reflect upon this. Her smile with a small titter is maybe the reason why he in a way excuses/explains his answer by stressing it as a contradiction. It is also interesting that the obtaining of knowledge he sees as a bonus and not as the primary benefit.

IP: ja………………………….ja jag sa förut att jag inte tyckte om det här med att jobba i i grupp men jag tror nog det är mötet med alla människor…………..det är det

CL: (fniss)

IP: det är lite motsägelsefullt men det är …..det är mötet med människor……….nya bekantskaper och …..ja……………………………….det känns lite som att det är själva grejen med att studera egentligen……..möta nya människor och få de här nya infallsvinklarna………..till studier …livet ………intressen

CL: mm

IP: man får kunskap också det är en liten bonus…..

And yet he is not reflecting on this contradiction in any more extensive way. Instead he turns back to the previous statement that he prefers working alone. 

T: When we wrote the essay we had a lot of support from our supervisor, we had……it is that kind of support…. but otherwise……I am like that, that I find out things on my own. 

när vi skrev uppsatsen då hade vi ju jättemycket hjälp av IngMari det hade vi ….det är den stöttning………..för annars…..jag är ju så där att jag tar reda på saker och ting själv…

In the end Christina takes the initiative to go back to the contradiction and asks Ted

C: I want to come back to the paradox that you yourself have noticed as a contradiction……that you prefer working alone at the same time as the best part of your studies has been to get to know new people and meet new experiences and..

T: yes yes

C: to exchange ideas and thoughts with others and so on……………..What are your reflections about that paradox? I don’t mean that this situation does not exist but what reflections do you have about it? 

T: I think it has to do with two different things………one is the experience by studying……...not the studies in it selves…….…I think…… precisely this with……..but even……...this about meeting….people in between……it is something that does not belong to the studies……..if you reflect…..… like this obtaining knowledge like this…….… but at the same time it has because it has been stimulating to see and hear other people and what they think and reflect …….and…..so it has stimulated………….so to say…..……obtaining of knowledge…..

C: mmmm

T: and exactly this with angles of approaches from other people……………then I have….about study techniques and such things is that I like to sit on my own and think and read and so on…but at the same time it has been like that that I then go back to school and asked the others how they have interpreted and how do they think…..and when they have answered I might have asked from where did you get that idea? Or how did you come to that conclusion? And so on…..so it has been at the same time…… in reality………it has been one big group work without any of us being conscious about that (laugh)

C: (laugh) Darn or? Will you leave devastated now? 

T:  I think so….yes…but I think it is a combination that has emerged like this…

C: yes (laugh)

T: ugh what aha experience…

C:……………

T:……….… now I have to go home and think.

missat………………………………………….jag skulle vilja komma tillbaka kanske lite grann till den här paradoxen som du själv har uppmärksammat som någon slags motsägelse….att du gillar det här med ensamarbete och sedan det bästa med studierna har sedan trots allt varit att lära känna nya människor och möta nya erfarenheter och 

IP: ja ja

CL: få utbyta idéer och tankar med andra och så vidare då……………………..hur ser du på den paradoxen? Jag menar inte att den inte finns eller så utan vilka tankar väcker den paradoxen hos dig om man säger….

IP: Jag tror att dom har med två olika saker att göra……det ena är just upplevelsen av studierna…..inte själva studierna…….tror jag…just det här med…fast även……det här med mötet…….människor emellan….det är ju någonting  som egentligen inte tillhör studierna…..om man tänker efter så här just kunskapsinhämtande så här…..men samtidigt så har det det för att det har stimulerat just att se och höra andra människor vad dom tycker och tänker…….och……så det har stimulerat………………….kan man säga kunskapsinhämtandet……………

CL: mm mm

IP: och just det här med infallsvinklar från andra människor………………..sen har jag just det här med studieteknik å sånt här att jag trivs att sitta själv och tänka och läsa och så här…..men samtidigt så har det ju varit det att sen har man ju varit tillbaks till skolan och då har man kunnat sagt det att du det här hur ser du på det? Hur tänker du på det då? När dom har svarat så -vad har du fått den idén ifrån? Hur har du kommit fram till det? Och så här…..så då har det ju samtidigt……….egentligen……………..så har det ju varit ett enda stort grupparbete utan att någon har varit medveten om det… (skratt)….

CL: fasiken också (skratt)…eller?…. kommer du gå härifrån alldeles knäckt nu?

IP: jag tror det….ja men att jag tror det är en kombination som har dykt upp så här

CL: (skratt) ja

IP: usch vilken aha-upplevelse……

IP: …..nu får jag gå hem och fundera………………….
This last paragraph is interesting to interpret more in-depth and in extensive way to understand the transformation that is emerging. Ted starts in a position where he divides his experiences and attitudes towards studying into two different views. One is how he experienced being a student; the other is the education or learning in itself. The interaction with the other students is not a part of the learning process in itself in this phase but more like an extra bonus that is connected to a surrounding atmosphere but not directly connected with a learning process. He turns and starts to modify his spontaneous interpretation. A change in Ted’s perspective on his learning occurs at that moment. Using Marianne Horsdal’s words (1999) it might be formulated as an ‘integration of his experiences’. This integration process implies a process of acceptance of the situation that earlier was not recognised or maybe even rejected. From a perspective that might be called an individualised attachment he sees his education from another angle and understands his three years in higher education in a new way, as a social way of acting. Informal learning by interacting with a group he integrates to the process of learning itself. The narration is very much different in this part compared to the rest of his story. There are several initiated sentences in the narrative, but they are not completed. When reading them as a text they seem incomprehensible and might even become difficult to understand. The breaks seem to imply a reconsideration of former assumptions as well as a revision of them. The impression of the non-verbal language with pauses, searching after words, wrinkling his forehead and movement in the face tells that a rather confusing situation is at hand. At the same time as he is reflecting aloud, he expresses some habitual familiar conceptions during the narration. It seems that his old argumentation is not functioning any more to him, something he realises during his narration. The arguments themselves seem to be less and less important to him and therefore he interrupts them before they are completed. Instead he continues to think, in different directions, when he tries to express himself and at the same time he realises that what he considered as important earlier was not how he understands the situation anymore. From Mead's interactionist perspective thinking can be expressed as conversation between the ‘generalized other’ and the ‘self’ (Mead 1934). This might also be one interpretation of Ted’s story when he keeps telling about his individual way of learning as the best for him. The discourse in the Swedish society as well as in the West world society has been dominated by an individualistic political overtone. Individual adaptation, freedom of choice, flexible learning, individualised syllabus, individual in a centre, etc. are all catchwords in educational settings in the time we live. Bruner (2004) points out this interdependence and interrelationship between discourses in society and the narrative a person tells. The heart of his argument is 

“eventually the culturally shaped cognitive and linguistic processes that guide the self-telling of life narratives achieve the power to structure perceptual experience, to organize memory, to segment and purpose-build the very ‘events’ of a life. In the end we become the autobiographical narratives by which we tell about our lives. And given the culture to which I referred, we also become variants of the culture’s canonical forms.” (Bruner, 2004, p. 694). 

The narratives that dominate in the social contexts we participate in become also our own narratives and when we narrate our lives they turn out as we narrate them. But it is not a one directed relationship. Bruner calls it a two-way affair where a narrative imitates a life and a life imitates a narrative. How we narrate is therefore an interesting issue in itself to investigate as Bruner suggests, but it is not in the focus in this paper (for further reading see, Alheit, 2005).

Understanding of the self and a role of the researcher

During the narration Ted’s 'self' seems to turn into a new direction. Something he formulates as ‘aha’ and at the same time he seems a little bit chocked about what has come up in his mind. He is reacting with ‘ugh’ that shows that it was not a comfortable experience he had to integrate into his understanding. The situation he was convinced he disliked and preferred to avoid was exactly what contributed to almost everything that he had experienced as good during his studies. In other words a new understanding of the self developed through the narration. While narrating his story Ted is puzzled with a sudden reflection and self-reflection on his way of learning which he needs to evaluate and integrate to his new self. What happens here is to see own acting and preferences in new light. This was possible through reflection, but also interaction and communication with another person, in this case a researcher, that a self-reflection was possible. In addition as Robert Atkinson (1998) writes 

In most cases, meaning comes with the telling. The very act of telling one’s story is an act of meaning making. The story being told creates new shared meaning between those involved, whether it is with one other person or a whole group. From the telling emerge new understanding of life, problems, challenges and triumphs they shared. Life story telling is a process of creating and recreating one’s life. Each time this is done, there can be new or additional meaning found (ibid., p.63).

Atkinson emphasises that reflective thinking is the key for this meaning making to occur. 

The work of the researcher in further assisting the storyteller to be reflective, to think back on the story he or she has told and how he or she is telling it to pull out its inherent meaning, could be in asking such questions as ‘what meaning do you get in listening to your own story?’ Or, ‘what does you story mean to you?’ (ibid., p.63)

This is an important methodological point. As we favour the spontaneous story telling allowing the narration, nevertheless we see as a crucial for understanding what is going on for both parties the awareness of their mutual roles in a interview situation. Robertson for example writes that: 

A prominent feature of auto/biography is not only the aim to understand individual lives but also their production within the ‘social’; it claims that biography can show the personal feeling and beliefs as they arise in the interplay of ‘individual’ and ‘social’ elements. Auto/biographical work, it is argued, deals not merely with individual but also social definitions – individuals as acting, experiencing, but within social contexts or structures (Roberts 2002, p.88). 

Roberts pay attention to how researcher and the narrator interact during a biographical narration. They both influence each other and collaborate in biographical exchange (ibid., p.87) something he contrasts with the traditional concept of the researcher who maintains a personal distance both to the context and to the narrating person. Also West and Stroobants emphasise the interaction between the narrator and the researcher (West, 2001, Stroobants, 2005).
The new understanding of the self that emerged implies novelty actions in Ted’s new profession as a nurse. He speaks about the consequences of his new education for the former job that he would act differently today if he still worked in a detention centre. Moreover his learning had already consequences for his personal and family life. His social mobility experience means a role model for his daughter who also wants to study on a higher level. On the level of his social life he sees changes in his friends' attitudes towards him who could recognise much earlier then himself the transformations he was going through. But the most interesting from the adult education point of view is the discovery of own sociality as a most important aspect in the learning process (see Mead 1934, Bron 2002). Ted makes experience of interaction with the fellow students. This lived experience or Erlebnis that Ted describes he experienced without making any reflection or self-reflection. It is later on in the story and when the interviewer asked him to explain that the self-reflection is possible. And this is not unusual, we seldom reflect and self-reflect on our experiences, and as a mater of fact on our lives. When there is an opportunity to tell the story the reflection is possible to occur. That is why using narratives in education and research with adults is so important.
Biographical and social learning 

In Mead's theory of the self experience has a crucial place. It tells us about how we use perception to see the world around us including the nature, environment and the people we interact with. But also it involves how we see ourselves. Here the way of how the self-consciousness and a reflexive intelligence develop is important. Such concepts as a self which arises from 'me' and 'I', the role taking through socialisation processes of a play and a game, and the generalised other, all are based on perception and experiences one makes. But to be able to involve and make use from such experiences an individual has to be first of all social. We can get support from Dewey (1938) for whom … all human experience is ultimately social. What he means literally is that it involves contact and communication. This recognition of being social was possible through the narration, and our case shows very clearly the role of biographical learning in the process of becoming a self.
Identity formation which takes place in Ted's story can be seen as constructed and reconstructed through biographical learning. G. H. Mead’s theory on intersubjectivity, his theory of self, language and temporality can theoretically support our result, like Bourdieu's theory on habitus, culture and language although Bourdieu's view about an individual in connection to structure is more fixed then Mead dialectic between 'I' and 'me' (Bourdieu 1977, Mead 1934, Bron 2006). Through Mead's theory of intersubjectivity we can recognise what is happening with Ted when he describes a sudden turn from his understanding on his disposition/nature/character of learning. It is through his sociality as a boy who did not make any own choices and as a man having interest in people we can see how intersubjectivity influences his way of being. As Bruner (2002) suggests 

Narrative acts of self-making are usually guided by unspoken, implicit cultural models of what selfhood should be, might be and, of course, shouldn’t be (ibid., p. 65). 

At the same time he makes a remark that humans are not slaves of their culture, instead there are many possible ways a human can develop inside the same culture. This interrelationship between the person and the culture is very much visible in Ted’s story. It is through biographical learning, however, that Ted realises what is happening, and therefore a biographical narration could be helpful to get to both experiences and self-reflection of an adult learner. Nevertheless, we need to be careful while using biographical method as 

Neither the experience of his own body nor the sense of his own life-history can be experientially grasped, if the subject acts alone and attempts to relate himself back to himself in a mirroring fashion, but only if an individual actively participates in practical intersubjectivity as a part of the world and apprehends himself in the practical intersubjectivity. Only the objectification of our activity and social intercourse make it clear to us who we are. (Joas 1997 p. 161) 
This might be what Ted learns while suddenly discovering something he was not aware in himself. It is exactly in such moments when learning is felt. And even if it sounds sudden and unexpected the sociality of Ted was already there and as well his appreciation of learning with and from others. Biographical learning contributes to our knowledge about ourselves, our individuality and autonomy to act in the continuously changing world, as well as our social skills to act together with others for some better and higher societal causes. Moreover, it contributes to the reflection over one’s own life; and gives possibility to change both as an individual and within a group, and be able to understand these transitions, while mediating and transferring one's roles and identities (see Bron, 2001). 

Pierre Dominicé (2000) draws some conclusions from his experiences of using educational biographies in higher education. One of them is that 

People don’t learn what they know socially and politically from being in a class or by watching television. Their frame of reference comes from what they have experienced and practised in associations, social groups, and political movements (2000, p.185). 

He also writes that our democracies have partly lost the kind of social learning that is present in the narratives of adults over thirty (2000, p.185). We want, however to question partly this statement that younger people have lost social learning. Instead we mean that they might have lost a language to express their social learning with the help of. They might also have lost a sense for the social as valuable and view it as something unwanted and therefore not desirable. Because both the political and the markets narratives are frequently focusing on the individual and therefore the generalized other that constitutes a great part of the self are so to say impregnated by individualistic attitudes. As West formulates it stories from such a perspective, are no isolated, individual affairs but reflect and constitute the dialects of power relations and competing truths within the wider society (West, 2001, p.29). Ted's story shows that social and biographical learning does exist even that he was not fully aware of it in the beginning of his narration. 
Mead's ideas about socialisation and especially his concept of 'generalised other' can be fruitfully used by adult educationists to explain and understand adults' learning and especially biographical learning not only of individuals but also collectives. Mead's notion of self is a counter to Freud’s psychoanalysis and to individualistic psychology, as well as an effective way to think about how members of a certain group socialise and interact. Another interesting inspiration which we can find in Mead's theory is the relation between permanence and change, i.e. a problem of continuity, so important in biographical learning and also expressed in our case. 
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�Souns ver academic. What did he actually say?


�When reading Sociology at Uppsala I was advised against talking through citations... If I understand right I noticed the paper does that in a number of places.





