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TALKING ABOUT MY GENERATION: LEARNING, IDENTITY AND AGENCY – THE ROLE OF HISTORICAL TIME AND GENERATIONAL TIME OVER THE LIFE COURSE

John Field and Irene Malcolm, University of Stirling, Scotland

In most societies, it is well known that attitudes and behaviour vary by age. In respect of access to and participation in learning, age seems to be one of the most powerful influences. Surveys, in the UK and elsewhere, have shown that participation in learning declines steadily by age (Sargant and Aldridge 2002). Indeed, survey data suggest that age is a more powerful variable than gender or ethnicity, and is even more powerful than class and prior education. Yet until recently, age was a relatively neglected aspect of adult learning research.

Recently, a body of work has started to emerge which engages with age inequalities in educational participation. Broadly speaking, this work represents the confluence of two separate but related developments. The first is the increasing attention paid to the social and economic policy implications of aging, including implications for provision of learning among older adults (Tuckett and McAulay 2005). The second is the development of social models of aging that investigates both the ways in which age and old age are socially constructed, and the ways in which older people seek to shape their lives (Phillipson 1998). For both groups of analysts, the association of low learning participation with rising age is highly visible, and represents a considerable challenge.

This paper explores aspects of learning in the everyday lives of British adults, of diverse ages. It offers illustrations of the ways in which generation and history are embedded, in people’s orientations towards learning. The work is drawn from the ESRC Learning Lives 
 project which is centrally concerned with learning, agency, identity, and structure in the lifespan; our own fieldwork concentrates on these in the workplace, in working learning lives. Here, we first consider the ways in which age interacts with learning, and then, drawing on the work of Ari Antikainen and his colleagues in Finland, we examine the role of generation as a particularly neglected facet of age. We also consider the ways in which working learning lives have changed and are still changing as a result of structural changes in society.

Age and learning, generations and the longue durée

A growing body of work, aimed at scholarly and practitioner audiences explores variations in learning with respect to age (Withnall 2002). Yet there are also some important limitations, at least in the British context. 

First, the attention of much of age-related research has focussed on older adults –understandably, given their relative neglect in educational studies as compared with the degree of attention paid to young people, and doubly comprehensible in the light of the highly visible inequalities that are manifest in the survey data (Withnall 2002). But there are also important issues of age and learning for younger people that are not currently addressed. For example, the recent expansion of compulsory training has affected the young (particularly the under-25s), as has the growth of full-time higher education, much of which appears to represent a process of ‘drift’ rather than active choice (Merrill, Crossan, Field and Gallacher 2003). We need to know more about the place of different kinds of learning more generally in the different phases of people’s lives – certainly among older adults, but also among younger people. 

Second, relatively little current research treats age as a problematic concept. We may accept that patterns of participation vary by age, but are these variations a product of chronological age, of stage, or of generation – or indeed of all three? Just how do time and place intersect with learning biographies? 

In Learning Lives, we are seeking to distinguish between a number of different broad ways of seeing time, the most obvious being:

a) chronological time – in other words, time as conventionally understood, measured out by date/hour/minute/second and so on;

b) social time(s) – the role of particular episodes, events and fashions as markers of continuity and discontinuity, with generation being a particularly significant mode; and

c) historical time(s) – in particular, changes in social structure and cultures that take place over the long term (this is equivalent to what the French Annales school of historians called la longue durée (Burke 1990). 
Each is of potential relevance to our understanding of learning, since they are embodied within learners and embedded in interactions. In this paper, we are concerned with one particular facet of time – the role of generation in learning.

The paper also addresses historical time. Historical materialists such as Griff Foley identify clear phases in capitalist development (Foley 1995). By contrast, writers within post-modern traditions argue either that categories like capitalism are part of a dated, totalizing “grand narrative”, or that post-modern conditions represent a rupture with all forms of modernity including capitalism (Bauman 2000). While late modern conditions tend to disrupt the stages of adult life, arguably shortening the phases of the longue durée, ours remains a recognizably capitalist social and economic order, with complex implications for time and generations. 

The question then is how generations and historical time relate to learning and knowledge creation. Earlier attempts to analyse these issues, for example through stage theories of the life course, tended to be ahistorical (Tennant 2005). An attention to generational time and historical time may be helpful in understanding critical differences in respect of:

a) Identity – the word itself is part of the everyday common language for some generations and not others

b) Agency – the language of agency and choice may change over generations 

c) Learning – folk wisdom on learning is constructed through time, experiences of schooling vary between generations and opportunities are not equally distributed across all age groups or generations.

As well as these generational specificities, people also experience the impact of longer term structural changes (though they do not, of course, experience change in the same ways). 

Terms such as ‘structural change’ may sound distant when describing the ways in which working lives have been transformed in the area where we are conducting our fieldwork. Our interviewees live mostly in the West of Scotland, a region whose economic structure has undergone dramatic, long-term transition from reliance on heavy manufacturing. During the last two decades, the region has experienced significant growth in service sector employment and, thanks to two decades of concerted civic bossterism, Glasgow, in particular, is well-known for industries based on ‘aesthetic’ labour (Nickson, Warhurst and Dutton 2004). However, the region has also seen considerable expansion in employment of ‘emotional’ labour, for example, in call centres (Thompson and Callaghan 2002). This shift has been accompanied by a degree of feminisation of waged labour, leaving in its wake a number of communities where levels of male unemployment and ill health
 are high. From the perspective of the longue durée, change appear less dramatic: all the characteristics of bourgeois capitalism, waged labour included, remain firmly in place.

Generations
Whilst biographical methods have become well established in the field of lifelong learning research, relatively few British life history studies have dealt with generations. In a Finnish study, Ari Antikainen and his collaborators (Antikainen, Houtsonen, Kuppila and Huotelin, 1996) argue that generational analysis has a particular value at times of rapid social change, when people from different age groups will shape their actions differently. Generation is defined as “a group of people born during the same time period and who are united by similar life experiences and a temporarily coherent cultural background” (1996, p. 34). 

Dividing their participants into cohorts on a largely statistical basis, Antikainen’s team identified four educational generations (1996, 35):

1. cohort with little education (born up to 1935)

2. cohort of educational growth and inequality (1936-1945)

3. cohort of educational growth and welfare (1946-1965)

4. young people (born from 1966 on)

Allowing for a wide range of variations within each group, each of the four cohorts apparently shared a similar experiential base of schooling, and they tended to share particular ideas of education and its aims (education as an ideal, a means to an end, a commodity, or a taken-for-granted given). They view their educational futures in different ways, and they give different meanings to education (1996, 36-7, 51).

This seems a rather schematic way of approaching the problem of generations, based primarily on people’s experiences of formal schooling. Although Antikainen’s team very much acknowledge the importance of other types of learning, it appears to play a secondary role in their analysis. When considering the group with scant formal education, for instance, the important place of informal learning is presented largely as an illustration of the limited formal education available (1996, 38). We also note that the fourth category – young people – is not analysed any further, as though its members’ short lives simply contained insufficient experience to provide data for biographical research. While we acknowledge the influence of the Finnish group, we have sought to identify important examples of informal learning which form part of older and younger (post 1966) interviewees’ generational experiences. Despite some shortcomings Living in a Learning Society remains a seminal text, opening up the shared experiences of generations to systematic study.

Working learning lives: two Scottish examples
In developing our own approach to biographical research, we are combining different methods to explore the place of learning in people’s lives. The starting point, though, is a series of interviews which aims to allow interviewees openly to tell the story of their lives. This section of the paper takes the stories of two participants, and examines the interplay of generation with other factors in the interviewees’ construction of learning identities. Their birthdates are separated by some forty years, and their educational experiences as well as their socio-economic backgrounds are very different, although they do share a number of common experiences. We have selected them partly to illuminate some of the generational dimensions that we wish to explore.

Jeannie Taylor is a Glaswegian in her mid-thirties, with a degree in French, who works as a call centre manager. Her job is typical of the West of Scotland’s ‘new economy’. Her family background, however, binds her to older ways of life. Her father, a primary schoolteacher, was born to a family who came from the Highlands; her mother, who worked in book publishing, was descended from Irish Catholic immigrants. This background, it should be said, is as ‘traditional’ in Glasgow as call centres are ‘new’
.

Andy O’Donnell, by contrast, is in his mid-70s, trained as a bricklayer, and lives in a small town. His father was on active service during the Second World War, and Andy’s schooling was brief, followed immediately by a craft apprenticeship and then national service in the Army, in Egypt. Back in civilian life, Andy followed work around, moving from contract to contract. Active in the Labour Party since the 1960s, he has a long record of public service. At first sight, Andy appears the archetypal traditional proletarian, but his life story is certainly not one of static relationships and limited mobility.

Born in 1970, Jeannie went to school at a time when higher education entry was the normal track for the children of middle class parents; by the time she had entered secondary education, this was well on the way to becoming the norm for middle class girls. Her story is of a school experience that, at the time, was taken for granted:

All the way through to primary and to secondary again fairly uneventful, very studious and very well behaved . . . . Did six years at [secondary] school and my sixth year I treated kind of a little bit of a holiday. 

She went to university in her home city, spending a year in France but otherwise living with her family. 

Jeannie’s story seems that of a normal (middle class female) educational biography. In the Finnish schema, she might appear as a comfortable member of the third cohort, those born into a period of educational growth and welfare. Yet her schooling and education took place later, between the mid 70s and mid 90s, at a time when welfarist approaches were being seriously challenged. 
Andy’s initial education followed a very different trajectory that was typical for many in his generation. He left school at fourteen, in the year that the Second World War came to an end. He had enjoyed some subjects (history, geography and English); arithmetic was a challenge and he was frankly baffled by algebra. At the end of his schooldays, Andy had found himself a job as a coalminer, but his father intervened:

I got a job in the pit and he widnae, and I come in and he said, when I left the school, and he says “Have you went and seen aboot a job”, I says “Ay, I’m starting on Monday”, he said “Where?”, I said “At [name] Pit”, he said “No yer no, yer getting a trade”, he says”…
Andy also learned from his father, who was an unskilled labourer:

My father always had a book in his hand, read everything … he’d bloody encyclopaedias and he used to say “Have a read at that, read that book” or “Read this book”, I mean I remember him, I think it must have been one o’ the first books on the Holocaust, he said “Read that and then you’ll find oot what history’s aboot”.

At twenty-one, Andy was drafted into the Army. He reflected that,
All the education I got, I suppose, I think I got more education after I left the school than I ever did when I was at the school even though I wisnae a bad student but I wisnae the best by a long shot, but I picked up, I was, I learned a lot after I left the school and when I was in the Army, I was a Corporal in the Army for National Service and I was quite good. 

Andy’s educational scepticism extended to the apprenticeship: “it’s like the slavery, in’t it, you were a bound apprentice and when your time’s oot you get a certificate to say that you’re a fully qualified bricklayer”. The certificate did not make a man an expert; rather, that was down to skill and experience.

Andy seems the skilled manual worker of his generation. Schooling coincided with war and paternal absenteeism, ending at fourteen, to be followed by a craft apprenticeship, with a decisive intervention determining that he would not follow the less-than-respectable and possibly insecure trade of coalminer. Andy experienced school as generally enjoyable, but the decision to leave was automatic. His father’s influence seems to have fostered an autodidacticism in Andy, but in his story he stresses the real learning that took place on construction sites, in the Army and through civic involvement: it is ‘real life’ rather than school that teaches you all the important lessons. He appears, then, almost a stereotypical male in the group defined in the Finnish study as the generation of limited educational opportunity.

Similar generational experiences are traceable in the working lives of other interviewees. Jeannie might conventionally be seen as being in the early stage middle aged, but she is not in a standardised career. The transition from full-time education into work was itself a protracted one: 

Once I graduated I just kind of bummed about for two years. I couldn’t really find anything that I wanted to do. I had a job in a shop at that point and then eventually round about twenty-five I started working for telephone banking. . . . 

After five years in telephone banking, Jeannie moved to the call centre at which she was working at the time of our interviews, starting as a call agent, then as a team leader, then in the training department, back into a supervisor’s role. Her current post involves her in coaching the call agents:

When you call a call centre and there’s usually a wee announcement that’ll say “For quality and training purposes your call maybe monitored”, that’s what I do, I record the calls and I listen to them and I give feedback based on the recorded calls.

Jeannie seems to present her job as being the result of happy accident:

I know you don’t think anything of the announcement at all but it suits me down to the ground cause I’m really nosey and I love to hear everything that’s going on. . . 

This was combined in Jeannie’s story with an emphasis on the professionalism of the role, on the way in which the call centre tried to meet the needs of its corporate clients through high standards of performance:

 . . . sometimes it’s the same as Big Brother and the Phone Police and other times it’s seen as really what it is, it’s a really valuable asset because we’re givin real kind of feedback...

Job fulfilment, for Jeannie, is derived from personal curiosity (“I’m really nosey”), mastery of difficult interpersonal exchanges (dealing with “a screamer”), and passing her skills on to more junior staff. 

Andy’s job and career both seem rather more routine, with a working life spent in the trade to which he had been apprenticed. After leaving the Army, he returned to the firm where he had served his time “but then I wisnae going tae make enough money with them so I started going aboot plying my trade elsewhere”. In some firms he was appointed foreman, but preferred to lay bricks, at least while he was younger: 

I could make mair money laying brick than I could walking aboot and looking at drawings...

He also took on sub-contracting (or “grip-work”). Andy repeatedly stresses the physical demands of the job: “Miners couldnae live at the bricklaying, they couldnae. . . . The bricklaying’s one of the hardest jobs in the world”. And mastery was presented in terms of adulthood and gender. Andy’s judgement when a younger apprentice was being kept away from the harder jobs such as cornering was that, “A wee lassie could dae that after a couple of year, ken [laugh]”. Andy intervened to ensure that the apprentice had the opportunity to practise cornering as part of a commitment to the apprentice. For Andy, job satisfaction was derived from the respect of the team, doing the “right” thing and by the embodied skills and strength that he could exercise. Being a foreman, walking around and translating designs into walls, was something you did when you could no longer do the real job.

Generational experiences seem to combine with socio-economic change in shaping people’s orientations towards learning. We should, of course, beware of stereotypes. Andy is not just the classical Fordist manual worker, but is rather highly mobile and flexible, and his story is full of examples of agency. Yet his view of skill as something learned from experience, over time, in a disciplined manner, combined with the physical strength and masculinity of the trade, is very much a generational one. It is typically bound up with a sense of independence, of leaving school, serving one’s time and then earning one’s living without depending on others: by the labour of one’s back, the use of one’s hands. This habitus is one that is in decline (Savage, 2000): Andy’s generation may not be the last of its kind, but it could be one of the last. Jeannie, meanwhile, belongs to a pathfinder generation, characterised by a prolongation of adolescence, a blurring of boundaries between dependence and independence and the development of emotional skills, and mobility. 

Finally, the interviews provide important evidence of social and civic networks – of the ways in which interviewees build social capital. Jeannie and Andy share a common background of support for the Labour Party, although their trajectories differ considerably. Andy’s involvement in the Labour Party dates back to his thirties, when he first joined the Party, became a councillor, and eventually became Depute Leader of the Labour Group. For Andy, Labour Party membership appears an expression of the comradeship, as well as representing a degree of continuity with his father’s beliefs, and dovetailing with his trade union activities, expressing a sense of social justice. His active involvement ceased after the second invasion of Iraq, though he decided at that point to renew his membership: “I couldnae, no be a member, I had been a member for about forty-five year...”  By the third interview, in June 2005, Andy had resigned his party membership due to his dissatisfaction with the policies pursued by the Blair government.  
For Jeannie, politics was a consequence of family. She joined the Labour Party while an undergraduate, describing her allegiance as “the kind of the nice, middle ground Socialism that you always look out for each other”. Her parents both campaigned for the Labour Party and she was at pains to point out that her family was extended and close:

Tremendously social family really, really my aunt and my uncle were both Councillors . . . . There’s always been even from a young age we were always out on demonstrations … so there was all this “Maggie Maggie Maggie Out Out Out” demonstrations that we would go on and May Day was an event we would go and …cause there’s always been that element of, this is just what you do, this is how you’re brought up.

Jeannie seems to be telling a quite unreflective story, where her politics is “just what you do”. This is repeated when describing student politics:

I’d started uni in ’88, so it was all the same thing, the education, what I always remember was “Sit down, join the fight, education is a right” and you would go and you would sit in the middle of the road during the demonstration and again it was just that it was there and you did it because that’s the way you were brought up.

Now, though, Jeannie felt that the parties were “all kinda much of a muchness”. At this stage of her life “I think it’s more issues rather than parties”.

Once more, the traces of generational differences seem clear. Andy’s party loyalty is certainly not unreflexive, and the political trajectory in his story evidences agency. He learned his political and leadership skills just as he had learned everything else, “Just learnt it, aye, ye learned by yer ain mistakes, the same as ye dae with most things”. In his view, local politics was “common sense . . .”. Jeannie’s political allegiances seem more conditional and, at an organisational level, more transient. Her account appears to be much more passive, telling the story of someone who is only involved because it was how she was brought up. After university, she said, “it falls away; you just don’t kind of go back to it”. Whereas Andy’s generation was one that got involved in politics as a long term project, it was Jeannie’s parents who were the long term activists; her generation was more inclined towards issue-based politics. Her learning was more about how to move on and take her allegiances from one issue of the moment to another, or indeed to drop out of civic engagement altogether.

Conclusions
These two life stories exemplify generational influences on people’s sense of self and of agency, and on their orientations towards learning. We have taken a broader canvas than Antikainen’s group against which to examine these issues, taking into account significant informal learning that arises in everyday life, situated in a wider history. We give greater emphasis to experiential learning which allowed Andy, for example, from the generation of limited educational opportunity, to develop his role as a local political leader and JP.  In Jeannie’s case, new learning about call centre emotional labour is ongoing in her training of others.  At this stage in our research, we see the schema that Antikainen’s team adopted (1996, 51) as offering an interesting basis for further analysis of the impact of generational time on learning, identity and agency in the life course. It is hoped that the methodological range employed in Learning Lives and the inclusion of experiential learning will allow us to develop a more detailed, and possibly more complex, understanding of the impact of generation on working learning lives.
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�  This is a broad and complex group. For a graphic portrait, see Turner (2000). 





� The quote marks are meant to remind us that not only are ‘traditions’ always invented, but so is ‘newness’.
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