
Negative or damaged learner 
identities? Moving beyond 

boundaries. 

Dr Helen Bovill

University of the West of England

Bristol



Background to this 
presentation

3 yr PhD study
Method/ology
Participants

Some findings



Some explanations for differentiated 

post-16 participation - barriers.

 Institutional
 Situational
 Dispositional
 “The metaphor of „barriers‟ to participation is an 

attractive one that apparently explains differences in 
patterns of participation between socio-economic 
groups, and also contains its own solution – removal 
of the barriers. So, if it is observed that participation 
in HE is costly and that potential students from lower 
income families have lower rates of participation then 
it can be hypothesised that cost is a barrier, and 
removal of cost a solution, to widening participation.” 
(Gorard, et.al. 2006: 9)



„Wicked issues‟ & „early life 
inequality‟

 „Conventionally qualified students from poorer 
backgrounds are just not there in sufficient 
number…‟ (Watson, 2006: 6).

 …family poverty, lack of role models and a 
sense of „not for us‟, coupled with poor 
experiences of initial schooling, can act to 
create a kind of lifelong attitude to learning –
a negative learner identity.‟ (Gorard and Smith, 2007: 153).



Negative or damaged learner 
identities: 1?

 “This one teacher slagged me off all the 
time. He came round and said my 
family is really dumb, he was surprised 
at my sister‟s GCSE results, he said „I 
thought she would fail, your brother‟s 
going to fail as well‟. And then he goes 
„there‟s no point in you doing GCSE‟ he 
did it in front of the whole class.” 
(Natasha, first interview October 2005).



Negative or damaged learn 
identities: 2?

 He was not a very nice teacher. He liked the 
brainy ones as he put it and he made it 
obvious the ones that weren‟t so clever. I was 
in the stupid group; he used to call it the 
stupid group. Lots of us from this group were 
later found to have dyslexia. I‟m slightly 
dyslexic, I didn‟t know until I got to college, 
I‟d already got through my GCSEs by then 
(Emma, first interview July 2005). 



Implications of these findings

 Conventional policy responses as irrelevant for many – removal of 
barriers may not address underlying issues.

 Is it multiple disadvantage or negative school experiences that most 
affect the participants? More research needed.

 Is it negative or damaged learner identities that develop? Or is it 
simply rational responses based on social inequality?

1. Schools continue to ‟…fail to make any real connection with the lives of 
many working-class children.‟ (Plummer, 2000: 29).

2. Many young people are „cooled out‟ of ambitions. (Colley, et.al. 2003).

 „Education cannot compensate for society‟. (Bernstein, B. 1971). But rather 
than focus on barriers do we need to focus on for example

1. size, design, organisation of schools to best serve the needs of less 
resilient children and young people? (Wetz, 2006).

2. Could we look toward international models of education more closely 
e.g. „social pedagogues‟. 
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