Biographical narratives on educational upwardmobility in adulthood – Passing the high school
diploma in adulthood
Presentation by Noreen Eberle, International Conference, 17-19 February
2020, Tübingen

Structure
1.

Introduction and Focus

2. Questions
3. Perspective – Theoretical approach
4. Case study example „Maria“
5. Conclusion: Decision-making processes as presented in
biographical narratives
2

Introduction and Focus
Introduction

In the light of educational inequality based on the social background,
my presentation is about biographical narratives on decision-making
processes to pass the high school diploma in adulthood of people for
whom achieving a high school diploma and attending university was
not self-evident.

Focus

Decision-making processes – understood as multi-agential, socially
constructed processes – for obtaining a higher educational
qualification. Focusing on the forms of articulation in biographical
narratives of "decision-making" as a mode of forming and production 3
of transitions in the life course.

Questions
• How is the reproduction of inequality, socially constructed concepts
of normality and legitimacy as well as social reproduction
mechanisms established in the biographical narratives with respect
to educational attainment?
• How are educational decisions - understood as multi-agential,
socially constructed processes – interlinked with the social
background and institutional restrictions? (Cf. El-Mafaalani 2017, p.
103).
• To what extent social reproduction mechanisms of inequality are

4

Perspective – Theoretical Approach
• Social constructivist biographical approach (based on Gabriele
Rosenthal); Educational decision-making processes from a habitus
perspective (according to Bourdieu)
• Decision-making processes at and as transitions: Marking of selfdetermination in the biographical narratives; theoretical approach
according to Martin Seel (cf. Seel 2002, Seel 2014):
- Balance between "being determining" and "being determined".
- Recognition of decision possibilities depending on complex
relations of
recognition, dependence and demarcation to others.
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Case study example „Maria“
• Maria was born in 1980.
• Her parents are members of a fundamental religious cult, in which
Maria grew up and remained as an active member until the age of
30.
• After leaving the cult, the contact with her parents, who remained in
the community ruptured.
• In 2015 Maria decided to enrol at night school which she attended
between 2015 and 2017 in parallel with her full-time employment in
the civil service.
• In 2017, Maria passed her high school diploma.
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Case study example „Maria“

"And I stumbled over it again and again(?),
about the fact that, um, I actually wanted to
and could have done the high school
diploma, as well in regards to my ability,
capacity (speaks faster), that it would have
been just right, that it would have been fair
to me.“ (Maria, I1, p. 5, l. 13-16).
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Case study example „Maria“

"And then it was one of those spontaneous
decisions and I knew that I was going to
make it (I: mhm) … And then I... uh, I
registered (at night school, A.d.V) and went
there with the idea, I... stop when I want (?).
I do it as long as I enjoy it (I: Yes) and when
I don't want to go there anymore, I decide to
stop and then I've decided to stop and then
I've decided about it and not anyone else."
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Case study example „Maria“

"I had... school in the evening did not bother
me (.), but I couldn't do any more sports (?)
(I: yes), I couldn't meet anyone (?) (I: mhm), I
could hardly go to shops except for groceries
that are open until midnight (laughs briefly).
Uhm-, I couldn't go to the theatre, cinema (I:
mhm) or any other social-cultural events …
And because my job is also of a seated nature
and school (knocking hand on the table) of a
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Case study example „Maria“

"[...] I might be able to … (speaks faster)
to do (medical studies, A.d.V.) if I want to,
because I can do pretty much anything I
want (I: mhm). But do I even want it?
(speaks faster) (I: Yes). Do I want to take it
upon myself to take 10 years to become a
doctor." (Maria, I1, p. 6, l. 27-29)
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Case study example „Maria“

"Because here (at her current place of work,
A.d.V.) I'm also suffering a little bit(!). I can do
do what I want, it is not recognized (!)(slaps
hand on the table). I will never be promoted
here either, I can't imagine(!), um. Yes,
because, these are such structures, and I don't
really fit in, and so I thought, I thought, I'll wait
for the right moment maybe(?). I do not know
yet whether I will go or not(?). I don't know if I'll

Case study example „Maria“

"Everything went well in the end, but the
others still have these difficulties, you
always have to be against it. Always „no“.
… Then I sometimes think to myself ... I
thought to myself - I always want the other
persons to be different or something like
that and so on … . But maybe my task is
completely different. Maybe it's just that I'm
here (speaks very fast)." (Maria, I1, p. 25, l.
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Case study example „Maria“

"And I have to maintain my standard(?)-,
no, this is important for me, this is mine, this
is my way, this is my, uh uh ... And just to do
this ... stay with me and just be there."
(Maria, I1, p. 25, l. 20-22)
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Conclusion: Decision-making processes in biographical narratives
• Despite the partly restrictive institutional settings and the ambivalent
description of the experience at night school, the time spent there as
well as passing the high school diploma in Maria's case can be
identified as a space of opportunities in which the thematic fields
extracted and identified from her life story can be processed and
partially dealt with.
• Decisions in the life-course are not freely nor spontaneously invented,
but they are the results from complex and interwoven processes (cf.
Seel 2002; Seel 2014). As already mentioned, Maria did therefore not
decide „freely“ nor „spontaneously“, but in dependence to complex
(social) relationships of recognition, acceptance and appreciation.
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Thank you very much!
Noreen Eberle, M.A.
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