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Abst ract  

UK policy percept ion of young people undertaking low level (1 and 2)  vocat ional 
program m es in Colleges of Further Educat ion tends to character ise them  within a 
deficit  m odel of social exclusion, ‘disaffect ion’ and ‘disengagem ent ’ (Colley, 
2003: 169) . They are the focus of m ult iple init iat ives in the context  of the 14-19 
agenda as at tem pts are m ade to solve a perceived problem  by providing routes 
through a range of vocat ional ‘opportunit ies’ which will allegedly enable them  to 
engage with the ‘knowledge’ society (Bathm aker, 2005) . This paper at tem pts to 
problem at ise the not ion of opportunity, arguing that  the rhetor ic of opportunity 
which perm eates Governm ent  docum ents is m erely a decept ion perpet rated on those 
young people whose posit ioning in educat ion and society prevents them  from  
quest ioning it .  
 
The paper discusses the ‘lit t le stor ies’ (Gr iff iths, 2003: 81)  of Em m a, Leonardo, Par is, 
Rea and Am ir , f ive young people who part icipated in a recent  em pir ical study 
explor ing the lives and t ransit ions of level 1 students. Whilst  acknowledging that  the 
young people discussed in this paper are a sm all sam ple, their  stor ies are typical of 
the 31 young people who part icipated in the study, and are also reflect ive of both the 
exclusionary character ist ics exper ienced by the wider group and of their hopes, 
dream s and aspirat ions for  the future.  
 
The paper uses their  stor ies to illust rate the signif icant  lim itat ions of the 
‘opportunit ies’ offered to young people, arguing that  in m any cases these are lim ited 
to an extended t ransit ion, m oving from  one low level vocat ional program m e to the 
next . I t  f inds that , whilst  apparent ly ‘buying in’ to lifelong learning and not ions of a 
knowledge society, the young people are reject ing such ‘opportunit ies,’ together with 
their  perceived civic responsibilit y of engaging in lifelong learning, as they draw on 
whatever capital they have available to them  in an at tem pt  to m ake the t ransit ion 
from  educat ion to the wor ld of work. Four of the young people in this study were, or 
had been, engaged in em ploym ent  concurrent  with their  level 1 program m e. Whilst  
this could all be descr ibed as low pay, low skill em ploym ent  som e, such as working 
with children, carr ied signif icant  responsibilit y. Three of these young people m ade a 
decision to m ove from  educat ion into the wor ld of work at  or  before the end of their 
level 1 program m e. The paper argues that  in context  of a low level vocat ional 
program m e a decision to m ove into low pay, low skill em ploym ent  m ight  be regarded 
as a rat ional choice since it  exchanges im m ediate financial capital, albeit  at  a low 
level, for  a vague, insubstant ial prom ise of som ething bet ter at  the end of a m uch 
extended t ransit ion. This is acknowledged in 2006 white paper 
 
 
The paper goes on to conclude that  these young people, despite the high aspirat ions 
reflected in their stor ies, are st ructurally posit ioned, part ly inevitably, to m ake 
choices that  are not  their  own, and to be denied the kind of opportunity which m ight  
enable them  to achieve their  aspirat ions. I nstead, they are predest ined to be 
engaged in low level, ‘busy’ act ivit ies rather than learning in preparat ion for  low pay, 
low skill em ploym ent . Finally, the paper raises quest ions about  the m oralit y of a 
Governm ent  educat ion policy which creates and perpetuates inst itut ional and societal 
st ructures and barriers which effect ively deny opportunity to so m any young people. 
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ABSTRACT DI D NOT READI LY ADDRESS METHOD OR THEORETI CAL 

FRAME ( Bourdieu/ Socia l Just ice say w hat  this is)  

Literature/ theoret ica l fram ew ork –  look  at  opportunit y 

stuff/ predest inat ion s tuff h ighlight  tension.  Socia l just ice?? 

Bourdieu?  

Perhaps w e should follow  up 5  years la ter  –  considerable research 

suggests that  there is an im proved financia l outcom e betw een a level 

and degree –  perhaps w e should explore  the financia l va lue  of L1 , L2  

and L3  voc qua ls in com parison to none at  a ll….  
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I nt ro duct ion  

There is a significant  tension between the likely outcomes of undertaking a 

vocat ional program me, part icularly where it  is at  a low level, and the rhetoric 

of opportunity which forms m uch of the discourse in governm ent  papers. This 

tension is illust rated in the stories of the young people in this paper. The 

young people profiled here (Emma, Paris, Am ir and Alice)  all saw their course 

as an ‘opportunity ’ which would provide them  with ‘good’ qualificat ions and 

provide the basis to m ove on to higher level credent ials and ult imately to 

Higher Educat ion and/ or a professional or technical role. For example, Am ir 

wanted to be a Computer Programmer and Paris a Midwife. Clearly, acquir ing 

such a level of expert ise would require a prolonged skills developm ent  and 

extended t ransit ion which would involve moving beyond a fam iliar habitus 

(Bourdieu 1990: 52/ 53)  to the unknown, where cultural capital would be 

‘st retched beyond its lim its’ (Ball et  al 1999: 212) . However, despite their 

good intent ions, 3 of the young people chose not  to cont inue with such an 

extended t ransit ion, but  to move into the world of work, ostensibly reject ing 

the ‘opportunity ’ to progress. This paper contextualises theirse decisions, and 

the concept  of opportunit y within societal and post -16 educat ional st ructures 

and the habitus and agency of the young people themselves. 

 

Context  and Methodology  

The young people profiled in this paper form ed part  of a larger study 

exploring the aspirat ions and learning ident it ies of level 1 vocat ional 

students. 32 students and 12 staff from  3 student  groups in 2 colleges 

part icipated in the study which employed an inclusive methodological 

approach in an at tempt  to dem onst rate value and respect  for the young 

people (see Atkins, 2005) . This was supported by a variety of data gathering 

m ethods including interviews, observat ion, lim ited docum entary evidence, 

paper based data (e.g. personal profiles)  from  the students and serendipitous 

data.  Em erging themes from  the data were discussed with and validated by 

the young part icipants. 
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Whilst  using only a small number of the original sample, the case studies 

which are presented in this paper are representat ive of all those young 

people who part icipated in the study. The young people profiled here were all 

pursuing nat ionally recognised GNVQ foundat ion ( level 1)  awards, 2 in 

I nformat ion Technology ( I T)  and 2 in Health and Social Care (HSC) . 

 

Vocat ional Educat ion and Tra ining  

 

Vocat ional Programmes such as Foundat ion GNVQ and the BTEC First  

Cert ificate which has replaced it  m ay be argued to have their roots in the 

New Vocat ionalism  of the 1980s which was heavily crit icised at  the t im e (e.g 

see Cohen 1984;  Finn 1984, 1985;  Dale 1985) . This saw the int roduct ion of 

init iat ives such as CPVE and TVEI , both of which had broad sim ilarit ies to 

m ore contemporary successor programm es which have been also been 

subject  to sim ilar cr it icism , m uch of it  focussed on the content  and st ructure 

of such programm es, which are perceived to be providing a preparat ion for 

low pay, low skill, class specific occupat ions. Level 1 courses such as the 

foundat ion GNVQ referred to in this paper cover a lim ited range of 

informat ion and are assessed against  standardised and nat ionally approved 

criter ia. Content  has tended to em phasise what  Unwin has described as the 

‘rout ine and pract ical’ (1990: 196) , as well as skills such as adaptability and 

reliability, perceived to be necessary in young people to enable them  to ‘buy 

in’ to, and becom e successful in, a new, post -Fordist  workplace order (Usher 

and Edwards, 1994: 106;  Helsby et  al 1998: 63;  Bathmaker, 2001: 85) .  

 

Further cr it icisms of the new vocat ional program mes and their successors 

have been made in the context  of the aims of the program mes, regarded by 

many comm entators to be preparing young people for a part icular role in the 

workplace. Clarke and Willis (1984: 3)  argued that  the percept ion that  young 

people need to be inculcated not  only with the skills, but  also with the r ight  

at t itudes for work had its origins in Callaghan’s Great  Debate about  

educat ion. They also discuss how this percept ion was just ified in the context  
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of the mass youth unemploym ent  of the t im e. Moore (1984: 66)  extended 

this argument , point ing out  that  there was an associated view that  those 

young people who required inculcat ion with the r ight  at t itudes and skills for 

work belonged to a part icular category of non-academ ic low achievers, thus 

assum ing a deficit  m odel for these young people. Programm es such as CPVE 

and lat terly GNVQ inculcated social disciplines such as team -work, 

at tendance and punctuality (Cohen, 1984: 105;  Chit ty, 1991b: 104)  and thus 

prepared the young people for specific, low pay, low skill occupat ions (Ainley, 

1991: 103;  Helsby et  al, 1998: 74;  Bathmaker, 2001;  Atkins 2005) . Others 

(Colley et  al 2003: 479;  Macrae et  al 1997: 92)  have argued that  the 

contemporary vocat ional curr iculum  which is offered predom inant ly within 

the FE sector is class specific and accessed largely by young people from  

lower socio econom ic groups. This pre-ordained posit ioning within the labour 

market  thus becom es a determ inant  of future life chances and cont r ibutes to 

the replicat ion of social class in future generat ions. 

 

The Rhetor ic of Opportunit y  

Successive governments, whilst  acknowledging the impact  of social exclusion 

and perceived educat ional failure in the form  of lack of a m inim um  level of 

credent ial, have none the less placed young people categorised in this way 

into a deficit  m odel (Major 1990: 23;  Colley 2003: 27/ 28REFS))  whilst  

sim ultaneously rehearsing a rhetoric of opportunity which suggests that  any 

young person can be or do anything providing they engage with the 

‘opportunit ies’ on offer. Within this rhetoric however, potent ial ‘opportunit ies’ 

are heavily circumscribed by econom ic policy and market  forces.  I n 

addit ionCrucially, they are all also vocat ional in content , ostensibly to 

address skills shortages within ‘the powerhouse of a high skills economy’ 

(DfES 2006: 1) . Further, the paper makes no at tempt  to hide where choice 

and cont rol really lies:   

As we give learners more cont rol over their own learning 
experience we need to ensure they are making choices only 
between valuable opt ions which m eet  em ployers’ skills 
requirem ents (DfES 2006: 41 m y emphasis)   
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. A range of papers ident ifies level 2 credent ials as being the m inim um  for 

employability (e.g. DfES 2003; 2006;  DI US/ DCFS 2008) . The 2003 paper 

created an invisible group of learners – those undertaking level 1 

program mes who were only referred to in terms of not  having achieved level 

2. The 2006 paper however, proposes the int roduct ion of a Framework for 

Achievem ent  (FfA)  (2006: 43)  incorporat ing a new foundat ion learning t ier, to 

be int roduced from  2013. This cont inues to assume, however, that  young 

people will progress through the proposed ‘’coherent  progression routes’ to 

‘level 2 and beyond’ (DfES 2006 20/ 45) , level 2 being defined as the 

‘m inim um  plat form  for employm ent ’ (DfES 2006: 29) thus failing to 

acknowledge the impact  of exclusionary characterist ics and the const raints 

on indiv idual agency of many of the young people working at  Ent ry or level 

1. 

 

Further, the paper makes no at tempt  to hide where choice and cont rol really 

lies:   

As we give learners more cont rol over their own learning 
experience we need to ensure they are making choices only 
between valuable opt ions which m eet  em ployers’ skills 
requirem ents (DfES 2006: 41 m y emphasis)   

 

Yet  despite this, when, as is inevitable, young people fail to achieve what  is 

for many an impossible dream  of achieving the credent ials to part icipate in a 

‘high skills’ economy, blam e is at t r ibuted by the state to the individual 

(Ainley and Corney 1990: 94/ 95)  for failing to m eet  their perceived civ ic 

responsibility of engaging with lifelong learning. Most  recent ly this may be 

seen in the requirement  to part icipate to be int roduced from  2013, with the 

expectat ion that  credent ials gained will be carr ied forward to ongoing, 

lifelong learning (dcfs 2008: 39/ 40)  
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The indiv idual difficult ies experienced by many young people on low level 

post -16 program mes, in terms of engagement  with learning and progression 

to higher level credent ials, leading to such perceived failure, are out lined 

below. I t  seems unlikely that  circumstances for any of these young people 

would have been bet ter had the requirem ent  to part icipate or undertake only 

employm ent  with t raining which is proposed from  2013 (DfES 2007: 8;  DCFS 

2008: 39/ 40)  already been the case.  
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Paris –  A Case Study  

 

Paris was 16 years old, she descr ibed herself as ‘English’ and cam e from  the 
dom inant  white working class com m unity in the localit y. Par is was enrolled on a 
GNVQ Foundat ion Health and Social Care Program m e at  St . Dunstan’s College. She 
had m ade a t ransit ion to this program m e from  school, having achieved four GCSEs, 
two at  very low grades (G, F, C, C) . A fif th subject  received an unclassif ied grade. 
Par is’s m other worked at  a local food processing factory in a supervisory capacity 
and her father was unem ployed. As well as at tending college Par is also worked part  
t im e (25 hours weekly)  as a packer at  the sam e factory as her m other. The job was 
obtained for  her by her m other who dem anded that  Par is should suppor t  herself now 
she was 16. Par is had one brother, who she thought  was em ployed, but  with whom  
she had no contact .  
 
Par is had com e onto the program m e for ‘exper ience’ which would help her to achieve 
her career aim  – she hoped to becom e a m idwife –however, she was unclear about  
the credent ials and t ransit ion per iod which would be necessary to achieve this. She 
had no close fam ily or fr iends who were em ployed in m idwifery or related work. Par is 
also had clear lifestyle aspirat ions, and did not  see any dissonance between her 
desire to own ‘a m ansion in North Yorkshire [ and]  a Porsche’ and a career in public 
service. She was unusual in her group in that  she had no dom est ic responsibilit ies at  
hom e. Unlike m ost  other fem ale students, she envisaged having children at  som e 
point  in the future, although a m ale partner did not  form  part  of this im agining. 
 
Leisure was a key aspect  of Par is’s life and created considerable tension in term s of 
the dem ands on her t ime arising from work and the perceived dem ands of her 
college course. She perceived t im e in college and t im e at  work in sim ilar  term s -  as 
necessary occupat ions which prevented her from  part icipat ing in the social act ivit ies 
she enjoyed. There was an em phasis on the am ount  of t im e this took, despite the 
fact  that  all full t ime FE courses are current ly delivered over only 16 hours, or  three 
working days and Par is clear ly different iated between seeing her fr iends at  college 
and seeing them  in the evening.  
 
Despite apparent ly subscr ibing to the rhetor ic of lifelong learning, and acknowledging 
her need to gain ‘good’ qualif icat ions, Par is had diff iculty in adapt ing to the GNVQ 
requirem ents and was unclassif ied at  the end of the program m e.  Subsequent ly, she 
failed her GNVQ and although her dest inat ion was unknown to the college, her 
fr iends suggested that  she cont inued with her em ploym ent  at  the food processing 
factory.  
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Alice –  A Case Study  

 
 
Alice was 16 and enrolled on a GNVQ foundat ion Health and Social Care program m e 
at  St . Dunstan’s College. Like Par is, she descr ibed herself as ‘English’ and cam e from  
the dom inant  white working class com m unity in the localit y. Alice lived with her 
parents and five younger siblings. Her father was disabled and did not  work or 
cont r ibute to dom est ic tasks in the hom e and her m other worked as a Care 
Assistant . She also had three older sisters, all liv ing away from  hom e and all full t im e 
m others.  
 
Alice worked part  t im e at  a local f ish and chip shop as well as at tending college. 
She was obliged to m ake a financial cont r ibut ion to her fam ily because her 
m other was ‘on the m inim um  wage’. Financial pressures created other 
diff icult ies for Alice as well:  her dom est ic responsibilit ies arose largely from  the 
fact  that  her m other worked 12-14 hours at  a st retch to m axim ise the fam ily 
incom e and, as the eldest  daughter at  hom e, she was expected to fulfil her 
m other ’s dom est ic role in her absence. She regarded her ‘lifestyle’ as ‘different ’ 
to that  of her fr iends and placed a low value on the role of m other as opposed 
to gaining credent ials descr ibing her sisters as ‘just  m um s’ and saying that  she 
wanted to:  ‘prove to me m um  that  … I  can do it  and get  far’. 
 
Alice hoped to be a nurse and was aware that  this would involve years of study 
including a University program m e. She reported that  she had enrolled on the 
foundat ion program m e ‘because I  didn’t  get  r ight  good [ grades]  in m y GCSEs’. 
Whilst  she did not  know anyone already working as a nurse, her m other ’s work as a 
care assistant  in a nursing hom e did provide a possible link to potent ial role m odels. 
However, despite this, Alice also indicated that  she m ight  leave college at  the end of 
the foundat ion course to ‘get  som e m oney behind m e’.  
 
Alice’s reject ion of m otherhood and dom est icit y was consistent  with her apparent  
buy in to credent ialism  and lifelong learning, expressed in her aspirat ion to ‘go to 
university and be a nurse’. I t  was possibly less consistent  with her view at  the end of 
the program m e that  she would leave college to ‘get  som e m oney behind m e’ before 
returning to educat ion at  a later , unspecif ied, date expressing a percept ion that  low 
pay low skill work would only be tem porary. Alice com pleted the GNVQ foundat ion 
program m e and achieved well, being predicted a borderline pass/ m erit  at  the end of 
the program m e which could have enabled her to progress to level 2, and 
subsequent ly level 3 before m aking a t ransit ion to Higher Educat ion. Despite this, 
when she left  college at  the end of her course she had no firm  plans for the future. 
Despite the effor t  that  Alice put  in to achieving her foundat ion award, it  will not  
provide access to em ploym ent  in Health or Social Care, where m inim um  level 2 
credent ials are required. Given her im perat ive to cont r ibute to the fam ily f inances, it  
also seem s unlikely that  Alice will be in a posit ion to return to full t ime educat ion in 
the foreseeable future. 
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Em m a –  A Case Study  
 
 
Em m a was the only female student  on the GNVQ IT Foundat ion program m e. She 
descr ibed herself as ‘English’ and had st rong roots in the local form er steelwork, 
form er m ining white working class com m unity. She had progressed from  ‘another 
course’ at  St . Dunstan’s but  was unclear what  she had done previously.  Equally 
vague about  her achievem ents at  school, Em m a thought  she m ight  have two GCSEs, 
but  could not  recall either the grades or the subjects. She had or iginally  applied to 
do leisure and tour ism  but  the program m e failed to recruit  and she was subsequent ly 
directed to the IT program m e on which she was the only fem ale student .  
 
As well as doing her college course, Em m a was in full t ime perm anent  em ploym ent . 
She worked as a cleaner at  her local Tesco store, a job which had been obtained for  
her by her m other, who also worked there. Em m a was not  in contact  with her father, 
but  had two siblings. Her sister also worked as a cleaner, and her brother as a 
Warehouse Packer. 
 
Em m a had m odest  aspirat ions in com parison to som e of the other young people who 
part icipated in the study, and these could, therefore, have been argued to be m ore 
realist ic. She aspired to work in a Gym  as a Fitness I nst ructor and to own her own 
hom e. She believed that  com plet ing her foundat ion program m e, and later a GNVQ 
I nterm ediate in Leisure and Tour ism , would enable her to do this.  
 
Despite having clear aspirat ions and having planned how to achieve them , Em m a 
withdrew at  the end of term  one. The college had no record as to her dest inat ion but  
at  the point  of withdrawal she did not  have either the skills or  credent ials necessary 
to work in her chosen occupat ion. I t  seem s likely that  Em m a cont inued to work in 
the low pay low skill occupat ion that  she was pursuing concurrent ly with the GNVQ 
program m e.  
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Am ir  –  A Case Study  

 

Am ir was 16. He descr ibed him self as Pakistani although he was born in England and 
he form ed part  of the largest  m inor ity ethnic group in Townsville. He was a student  
on the GNVQ foundat ion IT program m e at  St . Dunstan’s College, and had progressed 
to it  from  a local com prehensive school where he had achieved all D grade GCSEs. 
Am ir  lived with his parents and three younger siblings. His m other was a housewife, 
and his father had a m obile shop. Am ir  had a part  t im e job helping his father in the 
shop at  weekends. His siblings were all st ill at  school.  
 
Am ir  wanted to be a com puter program mer and descr ibed a possible t ransit ion which 
would lead to ‘a good job that  I  will st ick with’. He had no fr iends or fam ily who could 
provide him  with a role m odel for this, but  did not  regard this as a problem . He did 
think that  he would need fur ther qualif icat ions in order to becom e a com puter 
program m er, but  was unable to be specif ic about  the nature of those qualif icat ions, 
or  how long it  m ight  take to achieve them . He thought  that  in two years he m ight  go 
to University and spend two years there. He ant icipated that  once he had achieved 
his occupat ional am bit ion, he would ‘get  m arr ied, and live in a bigger town, not  
bor ing Townsville’. He ant icipated a m arr iage arranged by his parents and accepted 
this as norm al and inevitable. 
 
I n com m on with other m ale students from  his com m unity, Am ir  showed a heavy 
investm ent  in his cultural and fam ily life. He regarded this as com pletely separate 
from  his leisure act ivit y, in which he also invested heavily and saw no dissonance 
between the two despite part icipat ing in act ivit ies in his leisure t im e which were 
frowned upon by his fam ily (e.g. going for  a drink) .  
 
Am ir  achieved a pass grade in his GNVQ and intended to progress to the Level 2 
Diplom a in Digital Applicat ions (DI DA) . 
 

St ructure  and Agency ocia l Class  

Each of these young people hoped for something bet ter in life;  indeed, for all 

of them , as for others in earlier research ‘hope is a powerfully recurr ing 

m ot if’ (Ball et  al 2000:  110/ 111) . They had a sense of ant icipat ion;  a belief 

that  one day som ething would happen that  would change their lives for the 

bet ter. However, given their indiv idual circumstances and the lack of 

opportunit ies in all areas of their lives, the likelihood of such change seems 

negligible. 

 

The failure to ‘progress’ and access ‘opportunit ies’ is not  confined to those 

young people profiled here. 32 young people part icipated in the original 

study, 21 of whom  were undertaking GNVQ Foundat ion programm es. Of 
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these 21, although 16 achieved the award, broadly consistent  with LSC 

Benchm arking Data (2005)  only 9 planned to progress to a level 2 

programm e, figures consistent  with those discussed by Ball et  al (200x)  in 

respect  of 9 GNVQ foundat ion students who part icipated in their study. I t  is 

possible that  of the 9 in this study who intended to progress not  all 

t ranslated into future enrolments – some may have found employm ent  over 

the summ er, for example. Those who did not  intend to progress included 3 

young people who had achieved high grades (Merit )  in their level 1 

programm e and 4 who had passed the award in addit ion to those who had 

failed or withdrawn.  

 

This suggests this nat ionally, around 50%  are not  taking up progression 

‘opportunit ies’ irrespect ive of Governm ent  incent ives such as free tuit ion and 

Educat ional Maintenance Allowance (EMA) . This illust rates a clear failure on 

the part  of governm ent  to acknowledge or understand that  opportunit ies are 

‘not  j ust  out  there wait ing to be chosen’, but  are created, influenced and 

const rained through the ‘disposit ions of habitus’ of the young people as well 

as by ‘externally located opportunit ies in the labour market ’ (Hodkinson et  al 

1996:  149/ 150) . Further, where progression does take place, the only 

opt ions are for progression to another level of vocat ional programm e, and 

not  only do these tend to be regarded as of lower status than academ ic 

programm es (Bloom er, 1996: 145/ 148;  Edwards, 1997: 1)  but  they are highly 

gender stereotyped and populated mainly by students from  working class 

backgrounds (Colley et  al 2003: 479)  and have been widely cr it icised for 

socialising students into part icular j ob roles (Bathmaker, 2001) .  

For Paris, Am ir, Alice and Emma, the field of post  16 educat ion in which they 

were operat ing orientated their choices (Bourdieu 1990: 66) , but  indiv idual 

agency determ ined which of those choices were made and in turn was 

influenced by indiv idual habitus, m ot ivat ion and values as they st ruggled ‘to 

make the world a different  place’ (Reay 2004:  437) . 
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For these young people, indiv idual agency is heavily rest r icted by the 

st ructures of the state, society and the educat ion system . I n terms of the 

state, they are const rained by government  policy, both econom ic and 

educat ional, which ‘orients choice’ by determ ining the vocat ional nature of 

the lim ited curr iculum available to them  (Working Group on 14-19 Reform  

2003;  2004) . External st ructures such as the educat ion system  and societal 

at t itudes m ean that  those programmes are held in very low esteem  and do 

not  provide a clear route or preparat ion for employm ent . I n terms of society, 

the young people inhabit  a field pre-determ ined by social class and local 

culture or habitus, as well as embodied st ructures such as disability, gender 

and race which result  in less access to cultural capital (Reay 1998: 56) . Thus, 

in respect  of developing learning ident it ies and negot iat ing successful 

t ransit ions to the world of work, these young people are const rained by 

m ult iple barr iers and however well mot ivated, or determ ined to ‘t ransform  

the habitus’ (Bourdieu 1980c/ 1993a: 87)  the opt ions available to them  are 

very lim ited. Their learning programm es did not  provide an occupat ional 

qualificat ion and acquir ing such a credent ial will m ean an extended t ransit ion 

period which will require determ inat ion, mot ivat ion, financial capital and 

parental interest  and support .  

 

I n the cases of these young people, however, Paris’s and Alice’s parents were 

unwilling or unable to provide any financial capital, and irrespect ive of any 

parental interest  in learning it  is significant  that  none of the parents of these 

young people had educat ional achievement  beyond level 2. Thus, the parents 

themselves did not  have the cultural capital to generate academ ic profits for 

their children and social class reproduct ion becom es m ore likely as 

educat ional experience and achievement  is ‘inherited’ in the form  of cultural 

capital (Ball et  al 1999) .  

  

The failure to ‘progress’ and access ‘opportunit ies’ is not  confined to Emma, 

Alice and Paris. 32 young people part icipated in the original study, 21 of 

whom  were undertaking GNVQ Foundat ion program mes. Of these 21, 
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although 16 achieved the award, broadly consistent  with LSC Benchmarking 

Data (2005)  only 9 planned to progress to a level 2 programm e, figures 

consistent  with those discussed by Ball et  al (2000)  in respect  of 9 GNVQ 

foundat ion students who part icipated in their study. I t  is possible that  of the 

9 in this study who intended to progress not  all t ranslated into future 

enrolments – some may have found employm ent  over the summ er, for 

example. Those who did not  intend to progress included 3 young people who 

had achieved high grades (Merit )  in their level 1 programm e and 4 who had 

passed the award in addit ion to those who had failed or withdrawn.  

 

These data suggest  that  nat ionally, around 50%  of level 1 students are not  

taking up progression ‘opportunit ies’ irrespect ive of Government  incent ives 

such as free tuit ion and Educat ional Maintenance Allowance (EMA) . This 

illust rates a clear failure on the part  of governm ent  to acknowledge or 

understand that  opportunit ies are ‘not  j ust  out  there wait ing to be chosen’, 

but  are created, influenced and const rained through the ‘disposit ions of 

habitus’ of the young people as well as by ‘externally located opportunit ies in 

the labour m arket ’ (Hodkinson et  al 1996:  149/ 150) . Further, where 

educat ional progression does take place, the only opt ion is to move to 

another level of vocat ional programme, and not  only do these tend to be 

regarded as of lower status than academ ic program mes (Bloom er 

1996: 145/ 148;  Edwards et  al 1997: 1)  but  they are highly gender 

stereotyped and populated m ainly by students from  working class 

backgrounds (Colley et  al 2003: 479)  and have been widely cr it icised for 

socialising students into part icular j ob roles (Bathmaker 2001) . Thus the 

post -16 educat ion system  exists as a st ructure for the reproduct ion of class 

(Bourdieu and Passeron 1977: 178/ 179) . 

 

 

 

 

Capita l, St ructure and Agency  
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An inability of parents to generate cultural capital for their children was 

evident  for all the young people profiled here. None had parents with 

educat ional achievement  beyond level 2. Thus, their parents did not  have the 

cultural capital to generate academ ic profits for their children and social class 

reproduct ion becom es m ore likely as educat ional experience and 

achievement  is ‘inherited’ in the form  of cultural capital (Ball et  al 1999) . This 

is reinforced by the st ructure of the post -16 educat ion system , which by 

direct ing significant  numbers of young people from  such backgrounds onto 

vocat ional program mes preparing them  for part icular t ypes of occupat ion, 

exists as a st ructure for the reproduct ion of class (Bourdieu and Passeron 

1977: 178/ 179) .  

 

The aspects of Habitus were m ult i layered with the complexit ies of the 

different  exclusionary characterist ics exhibited by this small group – such as 

race, gender, low achievement  and social class -  as well as indiv idual 

const raints and circumstances such as, for Em ma, the fact  that  she was on 

the ‘wrong’ course. However, the m ost  significant  imperat ive for Paris and 

Alice was the need to generate financial capital:  given her full t ime working 

hours this was also an im perat ive for Emma. I n terms of Am ir, the one young 

person to ‘progress’ to level 2 it  is significant  that  his working hours were 

flexible and within the fam ily, and that  he had no dom est ic or other 

responsibilit ies. Emma worked full t ime, Paris for 25 hours a week and Alice 

had significant  dom est ic responsibilit ies in addit ion to her part  t im e job. Am ir 

also ant icipated being the breadwinner for a wife and fam ily in the future, 

and took this responsibility seriously. 

 

OOpportunit y –  The Great  Decept ion  

The comm itment  to learning expressed by these young people was grounded 

in a desire to achieve ‘good’ qualificat ions and a belief that  they were indeed 

working towards a ‘good’ qualificat ion, reflect ing a buy in to the post  Fordist  

rhetoric that  credent ials will facilitate engagem ent  with the ‘opportunit ies’ 

available in the new economy, and fulfil t he prom ises of a brighter, bet ter 
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future for all based on cont inual up-skilling and engagem ent  with lifelong 

learning. 

 

They were undertaking courses that  they had ‘chosen’ and cont inued to make 

very significant , albeit  lim ited, ‘choices’ throughout  the program me, 

associated with whether to remain on programm e or leave, whether to work 

or not , whether to cont inue on to level 2 or to seek em ployment . I t  was 

apparent , however, that  the young people were in fact  making choices that  

were not  their own, but  were pragmat ic decisions ‘influenced by the 

complexit ies of the relat ions of force within a part icular field’ Hodkinson 

(1998: 103)  and which were ‘heavily circumscribed by class’ (Bloom er 

1996: 148) . 

 

Thus, the not ion of ‘choice’ as ut ilised within policy docum ents does not  exist  

for these students, since it  assumes independent , rat ional choice made in 

response to the ‘opportunit ies’ available to young people. I n fact , as is 

illust rated in this study, these young people are opportunit y- less, but  are 

sold the rhetoric of a post -Fordist  dream . This is not  m erely rhetoric, it  is the 

basis of a massive imm oralit y, a great  decept ion which is perpet rated on 

young people. They are prepared for and directed to low level vocat ional 

courses which by any definit ion are of lim ited value, but  are encouraged to 

believe that  they are on a ‘good’ course which will enable them  to achieve 

‘good’ qualificat ions from  which they can achieve anything they want . 

 

Further, programmes such as GNVQ foundat ion are offered to young people 

as ‘opportunit ies’ but  in fact  teach the skills necessary for low pay, low skill 

work such as punctualit y and conform ity and the reality is that  the only 

‘opportunity ’ available to a student  holding a GNVQ foundat ion credent ial is 

progression to a  a GNVQ I nterm ediate level 2 vocat ional programm e – they 

hold no credibility beyond the inst itut ion (Bathmaker 2001) . Thus, at  a 

fundamental level we are deceiving and manipulat ing the young people 

enrolled on such program mes by offering a m irage of impossible dreams, of 
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non-existent  opportunit ies and by giv ing the impression that  they are readily 

achievable, rather like large sums of m oney on television gam es shows. The 

reality, of course, is that  the systems, st ructures and pract ices serve only to 

keep each indiv idual in their predest ined ‘place’ in society rather than 

providing the ‘opportunit ies’ which form  the focus of so many governm ent  

papers. 

 

Conclusion  

 

The stories in this paper suggest  that , despite the high aspirat ions of all the 

young people profiled, they are st ructurally posit ioned, part ly inevitably, to 

make choices that  are not  their own, and to be denied the kind of 

opportunity which m ight  enable them  to achieve their aspirat ions. Ult imately, 

for three of these young people, the choice was to respond to the im perat ive 

to generate financial capital, albeit  at  low levels, and to make a t ransit ion 

into the world of work rather than to pursue a vague and insubstant ial hope 

of something bet ter. Government  ident ifies level 2 credent ials as the 

m inim um  for employability, yet  all these young people were employed, albeit  

in low skill low pay work tending to support  Ecclestone’s (2002)  argum ent  

that  there is a hidden agenda around the need for a pool of low pay, low skill 

workers (2002:  17/ 19) .  

 

The fact  that  the young people were all already in em ployment  – which in the 

case of two of them  at  least  was relat ively secure and within the formal 

economy -  also raises the quest ion whether the prospects of the three who 

withdrew would have had improved life chances and employm ent  prospects 

had they completed a level 2 programm e, the only ‘opportunity ’ offered 

within the context  of post -16 vocat ional educat ion. This could only really be 

determ ined to exploring the longer term  outcomes for young people whose 

t ransit ions involve low level vocat ional educat ion programm es. However, 

assum ing he is successful on the DI DA program me, Asif, will st ill not  have a 

level of credent ial comm ensurate with the occupat ion he hopes to pursue. He 
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faces an extended t ransit ion which will also require considerable fam ily 

support  if he is to m ove beyond his fam iliar habitus (Bourdieu 1990: 52/ 53)  

 and achieve his goal of a professional career. For, as would  Alice, Emm a 

and Paris, and even for Alice who passed her award with a Merit  grade, the 

reality is very different  to their or iginal aspirat ions, as they  had they elected 

to progress to level 2.  

 

Ult imately, only level 3 programm esdo at  least  provide a possible 

springboard beyond drudgery and this m ust  be recognised within the rhetoric 

of governm ent  papers. Bit  on level 3 – helen’s paperjoin the bot tom , 

marginalised 30%  of our society who are either idle or working for ‘poverty 

wages’ (Hut ton 1995: 14) .  

 

 

Ult imately/ Finally,, the rhetoric of opportunit y in so many governm ent  

documents may be regarded as no m ore than sm oke and m irrors obscuring 

the fact  that  for m ost  young people, vocat ional educat ion is indeed part  of a 

pre-dest ined path leading to low pay low skill employm ent  and social class 

reproduct ion. 

 

Thus, low level vocat ional educat ion is being used to accom modate young 

people to current  econom ic condit ions and to m eet  the demand for a ‘new 

periphery’ (Ainley 1993: 40)  of temporary workers a group form ing the 

bot tom , marginalised 30%  of our society who are either idle or working for 

‘poverty wages’ (Hut ton 1995: 14) . 
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Ext ra Bits  

There was an acknowledgement  from  some of the young people that  the 

future would not  be as described in their imagined (or fantasy)  futures, but  

something rather m ore m undane, consist ing of the drudgery of a low pay, 

low skill occupat ion and the socially excluded lifestyle associated with that . 

Cont inuat ion of ‘educat ion’ allows them  to avoid contemplat ion or experience 

of such a realit y and to imagine a very different  future. This ‘imagining’ of 

one future, whilst  acknowledging the reality of som ething altogether less 

opt im ist ic, was described by Ball et  al (2000: 113) , in their biography of 

Warren and Daryl as ‘lives on two planes’ and was a t rait  which characterised 

all the young people in the GNVQ I T group as well as m ost  of the others who 

part icipated in this study.#  

AMI R 

Am ir is the only young person profiled in this paper who intended to progress 

to level 2, in his case to the Diploma in Digital Applicat ions (DI DA) . Here, the 

nature of their programm e and form  of t ransit ion is determ ined by 

serendipity rather than indiv idual agency, and certainly does not  reflect  the 

free choice and opportunit ies described in government  policy (e.g DfES 

2003a;  DfES 2003b;  DfES 2006)  or ‘pragmat ically rat ional career decisions’ 

in which the future is ‘knowable and often known’ a not ion arising from  

governm ent  policy and heavily cr it icised by Hodkinson et  al (1996: 141) . I t  

does, however, reflect  the belief of the tutors that  the best  opt ion for Am ir is 

to ‘progress’ through the different  levels of program me available to him , 

enhancing his credent ials and ult imate employability.  The DI DA is available 

at  an inst itut ion he is fam iliar with, and which is close to hom e. Lacking the 

agency to explore or pursue other opportunit ies and pathways const ruct ively, 

Am ir has a reality of two opt ions – DI DA or the world of work. Opt ing for the 

DI DA programm e allows him  to ‘hang in’ (Macrae et  al 1997;  Bathmaker 

2005)  and retain a tenuous hold on educat ion.  

PARI S 

EMMA 

ALI CE 
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Therapy culture 

 

This feature of the tutor-student  relat ionship, in which the tutors are 

perceived to be helping the students, m ay form  part  of the ‘unwrit ten 

alliance’ described by Bathmaker (2001: 92)  in which both staff and students 

help each other to meet  the requirem ents of the GNVQ system . Thus, the 

tutors are perceived to be successful in terms of students’ achievem ent  and 

progression, and the students are enabled to ‘hang in’, gain a credent ial and 

possibly to buy in to the not ions and discourse around lifelong learning – 

perhaps becom ing acceptors rather than hangers in (Macrae et . al 

1997) .Superficially, this appears to be a posit ive situat ion, however, it  has 

significant  implicat ions. 

Whilst  such relat ionships m ight  support  those remaining within the system  to 

achieve qualificat ions, there is an issue around support ing young people to 

achieve a credent ial which only they perceive as ‘good’ or valuable. Further, 

such a system  fails to acknowledge or respond to the needs of those young 

people who fail to achieve or who withdraw. Ult imately this means that  

significant  numbers of young people are becom ing further excluded from  

society, whilst  those who remain ‘on course’ are being subject  to a form  of 

decept ion which encourages them  to regard as valuable a credent ial which 

has no currency in the jobs market  or as a recognit ion of academic 

achievement . 
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