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ABSTRACT
This thesis focuses on the ways in which working-class boys reconcile their identity 

with educational success. It presents the findings of an indepth qualitative study of 

successful teenage boys from one locality in Belfast. The boys attend either the local 

grammar or local secondary school, which are located in close proximity to one 

another. The thesis focuses on the connections and disconnections between the 

influences of home/neighbourhood and of the two different schools in shaping 

identity. The methodological approach employed is integral to gaining this 

understanding and makes use of arts-based and visual methods for working 

sensitively with young men and eliciting indepth responses. Working-class boys are 

often presented in homogeneous terms and this study explores the heterogeneity in 

ways of being a working-class boy. Using a Bourdieuian theoretical framework the 

thesis seeks to understand the complexities of being educationally successful and 

working-class. The thesis works with the idea that habitus forms within a 

multiplicity of fields and explores the ramifications of the alignment or misalignment 
of the differing schemes of perception that these fields promote and produce. The 

thesis shows that for some boys this involves difficulty in reconciling conflicting 

schemes of perception from different fields. In order to explain the processes 
involved in the internalization of plural schemes of perception the thesis has 

developed a four-way typology that considers differences in the impact of this 

conflict. The four types are reconciled habitus, destabilized habitus, abandoned 

habitus and re-confirmed habitus. Each habitus type relates to the impact of the 

‘dialectical confrontation’ between two fields and the ways in which the boys 

negotiate this. In doing so, this study contributes to an understanding of the psycho

social implications of educational success for working-class boys.
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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Rationale

Fm so sorry, that I'm not what you want me to be.

With summer hair and jeans like Autumn leaves,

I bet you'd never even dream like me.

Without a care, and dreams that seem to please.

I bet you've never even lived like me.

I'm not sorry for what I am,

And I have no regrets on what I used to be tonight.

I'm not sorry and I have no regrets at all.

(Mick, aged 16)

I begin this thesis with some lyrics from a song written by one of my 16-year-old 

working-class male participants. He presented the lyrics to me the day after I 

interviewed him in relation to who he is both within school and beyond the school 

gate, when he talked about the complexities involved in reconciling his background 

with educational success. The lyrics are written to be sung by a female member of 

his band and are addressed to her mother. They are about a young woman ‘escaping’ 

her family background and oscillating between a state of regret for not being what 

her mother wants her to be and not being sorry for what she is. These ambivalent 

feelings associated with losing part of one’s identity are the central theme of this 

thesis, which focuses on working-class teenage boys as they negotiate academic 

success. In particular I pay attention to the ways in which working-class identity is 

reconciled and irreconciled with success and how this compares across two different 

schools within the same locality. The thesis draws upon data gathered from a nine- 

month study of boys from one local neighbourhood, attending either the local 

secondary or local grammar school. Working-class boys, success, locality and 

institution are the key elements of this thesis, which shows that some working-class 

boys are engaged with education, are motivated to succeed and have high 

aspirations. It shows that the reconciliation of success and identity plays out 

differently for different working-class boys and that schools have an important role 

to play in this negotiation.
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The thesis provides one of the first detailed accounts of successful working-class 

teenage boys and their sense of identity, and seeks to develop new ways of 

understanding how educational success and identity are negotiated when the 

demands of the locality and the demands of the school are not aligned. The study 

draws upon innovative methods that enable engaged and reflective responses from 

the young men involved in the project. Specifically, these methods are self- 

representational video and self-representational plasticine model-making. Because 

they are self-representational, they elicit the boys’ conceptualizations of their own 

identity.

1.2 Structure of the Thesis

Chapter 2 will begin by considering the research on working-class boys, highlighting 

and engaging with the critiques of the early sociological studies from the 1960s to 

the 1980s, as well as contemporary debates about class and masculinity. In doing so 

I will point to major gaps in the research on working-class boys - namely, a lack of 

attention given to successful working-class boys as well as positive forms of 

working-class masculine identity. The chapter will also explore issues of locality in 

research with young people and will point to the ways in which locality is important 

for appreciating the sociological processes that are pertinent to understanding 

educational achievement. As the research focuses on those working-class boys who 

are achieving highly within school the chapter will examine the literature around the 

complexities of reconciling identity with educational success. This literature for the 

large part is made up of reflections from once working-class academics discussing 

their own experiences. The are some notable exceptions of empirical literature with 

young people attempting to achieve highly within the education system and these 

important studies are discussed. Issues relating to class identification and class 

definitions are also explored in this chapter, which ends by highlighting key areas 

that have not had enough attention within research relating to working-class boys 

and schooling; namely, how working-class boys negotiate educational success and 

reconcile this with identity.

Chapter 3 will set out the Bourdieuian theoretical framework to be used in 

analysing the data. It will begin by discussing the reasons why a Bourdieuian 

approach is pertinent to my research questions as well as my ontological and 

epistemological approach. I will discuss why I find Bourdieu's concepts of habitus,
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field and capital particularly useful as a way of understanding the relationship 

between experiences, dispositions and social contexts, in order to explore practice 

and action. In order to do this I will engage with Bourdieu's overall theory of 

practice and will seek to demonstrate how his theory is one which overcomes the 

false dichotomy of structure and agency. This will involve a discussion of some of 

the common critiques of Bourdieu's overall theory of practice and offer some 

counter-arguments to these. One of the most enduring of these criticisms is that his 

theory is deterministic and does not therefore allow for agency. In this chapter I will 

argue that for Bourdieu structure and agency are implicated in one another. Agency 

operates within the confines of structure and therefore people are neither fully 

determined nor freely agentic. This chapter will also discuss the habitus as a 

generative concept, subject to transformation and constant revision in relation to 

experiences within the social world. One of the most important aspects of Bourdieu’s 

work in relation to this study is his idea of a cleft habitus, where contradictory 

experiences create conflict in terms of schemes of perception. This will be explored 

in detail in Chapter 3 and will lead to a discussion of my own development of 

Bourdieu’s theory, engaging with the idea that conflicted dispositions can be the 

result of the internalization of contradictory experiences.
My methodological approach to the research will be discussed in Chapter 4, 

which will begin with the aims, objectives and research questions that were 

developed in relation to gaps identified in Chapter 2. The overall ethnographic 

approach will be discussed as well as each research method used. This will include 

an explanation on the importance of each of the methods and what they offered the 

study in terms of exploring the research questions. Of particular importance to this 

study is the use of visual methods, and attention will be given to the rationale for 

using these methods, with some reflections on what they contributed to the overall 

findings. In this chapter I will also explore issues in relation to my social class and 

gender, as well as ethical issues in relation to consent and anonymity.

In Chapter 5 I will set the context in which the young people’s lives unfold in 

order to provide insight into the sorts of structures that frame their experiences and 

which have been crucial to the formation of their habitus. I will begin by discussing 

the locality within which they live, differentiating the various sub-localities within. 

These sub-localities highlight diverse levels of deprivation within an overall 

deprived area, which then plays out in the lives of the children. After presenting the

3



data on the locality I will move on to discuss each of the educational contexts. I will 

highlight the differences in the institutional habitus of each school by considering the 

ways in which the school’s ethos and history and the shared dispositions of staff and 

students create a collective sense of identity that moulds the habitus of the 

individuals within. In presenting the information on both the home and school 

contexts I wish to frame the data that is presented on the young people in Chapters 6 

and 7.

Chapter 6 will discuss the experiences of the high-achieving boys in the 

secondary school and consider the ways in which their identity is reconciled with 

educational success. The degree of alignment or misalignment between the boys’ 

habitus and the institutional habitus of their respective schools will be explored. This 

chapter will focus on three boys and. drawing on the theoretical framework laid out 

in Chapter 3. will discuss the relationship between the boys’ habitus and the fields in 

which their habitus operates. In particular I will draw out the congruence or 

discordance between the home field and the school field.

Chapter 7 focuses on the experiences of the working-class boys within the 

grammar school and how (or whether) these boys reconcile their habitus with the 

institutional habitus of the school (see Chapter 5). The relationship between the 

boys’ habitus and the habitus promoted by, inculcated by and valued within the 

institution will be discussed. 1 discuss the different effects on the habitus of different 

boys in terms of degrees of reconciliation (or lack thereof) of the different 

dispositions generated through encounters with(in) multiple fields. Using the 

theoretical framework developed in Chapter 3 I will consider the ways in which 

plural dispositions can operate within the habitus.

The thesis will conclude with Chapter 8. which will provide an overview of this 

thesis and demonstrate how the research objectives have been met and how the 

research questions have been answered. This chapter will summarise the key 

findings as well as clarify the theoretical framework. It will state the main 

contributions that have been made by this work and discuss implications for research 

and practice.
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Overview

There has been a lot of research within the sociology of education focusing on 

working-class boys, and in particular their poor performances in school and what has 

been described as their anti-school attitudes and cultures (Hargreaves 1967; Lacey 

1970; Willis 1977; Corrigan 1979). Undoubtedly, class is a major determinant in 

school performance (for both boys and girls) and poorly performing working-class 

boys have deserved the attention they have been given; and arguably warrant further 

study if we are to continue to work to improve their chances of success. However, 

some of the early sociological research on working-class boys and schooling has 

been accused of pathologising the working-class and has also been accused of 

glorifying oppressive forms of masculinity (Delamont 2000; MacLeod 1984; Ingram

2009) . Consequently, in response to these two criticisms, there has been a 

proliferation both of studies that have developed nuanced critiques of some of the 

difficulties associated with class practices, highlighting structural inequalities rather 

than individual and class cultural deficit to account for poor performance (see e.g. 

Connolly 2004; Mac an Ghaill 1988, 1994; MacLeod 1987; Reay 2004; Archer et al 

2007; Archer and Yamashita 2003b; Reay 2002) and of studies that have opened up 

the concept of masculinity to challenge and explore issues of male dominance and 

power in order to advance a feminist agenda (see for example Connell 1989; 

McDowell 1993; Francis 1999; Martino 1999; Renold 2001; Skelton 2010; Jackson

2010) .

With this in mind I will consider the research on working-class boys in this 

literature review, highlighting and engaging with the critiques of the early 

sociological studies from the 1960s to the 1980s, as well as contemporary debates 

about class and masculinity. In doing so I will point to major gaps in the research on 

working-class boys - namely, a lack of attention given to successful working-class 

boys as well as positive forms of working-class masculine identity. Arguably, if we 

are to improve the situation of the failing working-class boys we should be looking 

at the ways in which success is being managed by their peers, and the role of 

institutions in this negotiation. I will also add to conceptualisations of masculinity, 

including a critique of the term iaddishness' which has wrongly been conflated with
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the concept of‘hegemonic masculinity’. Laddishness and hegemonic masculinity are 

nearly always described as anti-school, misogynistic and homophobic, and are at 

times ontologically confused with these three attributes. I will challenge the 

assumption that laddishness is axiomatically (or essentially) negative through a 

critique of the masculinity literature.

The review of the literature will, therefore, be divided into two strands: a) 

literature on working-class children and educational success; and b) masculinity and 

educational success. This informs the structure of the following two sections of this 

chapter. I would like to begin by reflecting on the classic studies of working-class 

boys’ resistance to education, from Willis’ (1977) oft-cited text. Learning to Labour: 

How Working-class Kids Get Working-class Jobs, to Brown’s (1987) Schooling 

Ordinary Kids. Willis' book is important to any study of working-class boys as it is 

one of the defining studies of the field and has set the agenda in terms of research on 

working-class boys and education. In doing this 1 will preface the key debates on 

resistance to schooling that emerge from studies of working-class boys in the 1970s 

and 1980s before moving on to look at how these debates have subsequently 

developed, particularly thrrough the work of Mairtin Mac an Ghaill, Paul Connolly 

and Diane Reay (among others). Following this, I will review and critique the 
literature on masculinity with reference to work by Connell, Martino, Mac an Ghaill, 

Francis and Jackson (among others). It will be necessary to draw on both social class 

and masculinity literature, as well as the literature focusing on the intersections of 

class and masculinity. This will enable me to highlight the critiques of the early 

literature, with particular reference to feminist scholarship, as well as review (and 

critique) the feminist literature on masculinity. Following these sections I will 

discuss the use of the term working-class as an identity label and explore the 

literature on ‘being’ a classed subject or ‘claiming’ a classed identity. This section 

will highlight the complexities of being working-class and academically successful 

through discussion of the literature on this topic, which mostly comprises 

(originally) working-class academics’ reflections on their own experience of class. In 

particular, this section will draw out the moral significance of class (Sayer 2005) as 

it is a category (both in the subjective and objective sense) loaded with meanings of 

value and self-worth.

6



2.2 Working-Class Boys

2.2.1 Resistance to schooling

It is impossible to discuss working-class boys and resistance without first 

referring to Willis’ (1977) influential book. Learning to Labour: How working-class 

kids get working-class jobs. In 1977 Paul Willis’ ethnographic study of a small 

group of working-class “lads” from a town in the English Midlands shed light on 

working-class boys’ resistance and opposition to schooling, an act that ironically 

sealed their future and accounted for their class position. Willis argued that working- 

class boys resist schooling as it is not relevant to their lived experiences and 

anticipated employment destinations. It is important to note that at the time of 

writing the town in question had a thriving manufacturing industry and 

unemployment levels were low, making for a smooth transition from school to the 

labour market for working-class boys. As academic knowledge was seen to be 

irrelevant to this transition the school's authority was therefore rendered meaningless 

to the “lads" whose culture, Willis argued, ran counter to that of the school’s. It was 

through this counter-culture that the boys were seen to be resisting. This book 

became highly influential in framing the poor performances of working-class boys 
within a resistance-compliance dichotomy, in which deficient sub-cultural identities 

were seen to be the driving force behind working-class boys’ ‘decision’ to fail 

educationally (I will return to Willis in subsequent sections of this chapter).

Corrigan (1979) on the other hand, while adhering to the resistance-compliance 

dichotomous model, posited a slightly different argument about resistance. He 

contended that for working-class boys resistance to schooling is not borne out of a 

failure to see the relevance of education but it is the “power differential between 

teachers and pupils” (Corrigan, 1979, p.46) that crucially instigates resistance. He 

saw educational policy as an attempt “to impose an education system on the working 

class which is specifically designed to change, to civilize, their behaviour” 

(Corrigan, 1979, p.70) and argued that this failure to understand the cultural context 

of working class pupils' backgrounds creates a struggle between teachers and pupils 

leading to resistance. For Corrigan, working-class pupils could not simply be asked 

to adopt middle class values as “moral values simply taught at an ‘ideological level’ 

do NOT openly affect people’s actions” (ibid., p.146, emphasis in original). He 

argued that working-class children have difficulty with schooling because the
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expectations of them are based on middle-class values. In this regard, parallels can 

be drawn with Lacey's (1970) study of a grammar school in which he similarly 

argued that working-class kids underachieve within the grammar school because of 

their cultural deficit. These studies resonate with Willis who also argued that the 

working-class background of the “lads” structures their attitudes toward schooling 

and these attitudes in turn preclude academic success. For Willis and others, the 

working-class attitude with its culture, as displayed by language for example, does 

not fit with that of the school and “the working-class student must overcome his [sic] 

inbuilt disadvantage of possessing the wrong class culture and the wrong educational 

decoders to start with” (Willis, 1977. p.128). The emerging pattern of understanding 

from these earlier projects on working-class educational underachievement was that 

working-class culture does not fit comfortably with a predominantly middle-class 

school culture and, therefore, working-class children need to make cultural 

adjustments in order to fit in, comply, accept schooling processes and benefit from 

educational success. In other words, they must conform to the dominant school 

culture.

2.2.2 Conformity: doing well at school

However, the emphasis on working-class boys’ underachievement, and in 
particular the most disaffected of those doing badly, diverts attention from the 

significance of academically achieving working-class boys (not to mention girls, 

who were mostly neglected by class researchers at the time). Willis, for example, 

focused on a group of working-class boys in the process of rejecting schooling and 

underplayed the significance of what he termed the “ear’oles”, defined as the 

working-class boys who conformed to the written and unwritten rules of schooling. 

According to Willis these boys were simply conformists and had “invested 

something of their own identities in the formal aims of education and support of the 

school institution” (Willis, 1977. p.13). Willis has been criticised for the lack of 

sympathetic attention he gives to the “ear" oles”. Indeed, Christine Griffin, in her 

review of Learning to Labor in New Times, a book reflecting on the impact of 

Learning to Labour, 25 years after its publication, asked the important question, “but 

what of the ‘ear’ oles’?” (2005. p.295). Griffin pointed not only to Willis’ failure to 

give credence to this group in 1977, but also to the continued invisibility of this 

group in subsequent research. She asserted that even “the various contributors of
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Learning to Labor in New Times pay relatively little attention to the group of young 

working-class men who have frequently been overlooked in studies of working-class 

youth and in considerations of Willis’ work” (Griffin 2005, p.295).

It is true that educationally successful, pro-school working-class boys have been 

much neglected within educational research. Instead researchers have tended to 

highlight the more extreme versions of working-class masculinity (Delamont 2000). 

An important and notable exception to this is Jackson and Marsden's (1962) study of 

working-class grammar school educated children. In a study pre-dating Willis’, they 

explored working-class children’s social mobility through grammar school education 

and therefore paid attention to the group later marginalized by researchers such as 

Willis and Corrigan. They produced fascinating insights into the social processes of 

becoming educationally successful when from a working-class background. For 

example, Jackson and Marsden showed that navigating the two (and almost 

opposite) worlds of school and home can be a difficult and painful process for 

working-class children, who experience grammar school as an alien and hostile 

culture in which they don’t belong or fit. As they attempt to adapt to the school by, 
for example, acquiring the air of confidence displayed by their middle-class peers, 

they become increasingly alienated from their home culture and are regarded as 

‘snobbish’ by those in their own community. This study relied on adults’ reflections 

of their childhood and experiences of school as well as their parents’ memories of 

the same. It made the assumption that grammar schools are middle-class institutions 

that aim to ‘improve’ the manner of working-class children, yet the authors were 

sensitively aware of what this may mean in terms of family connections and 

belonging in the neighbourhood. They argued that becoming educationally 

successful:

had meant a rejection at conscious or unconscious levels of the life of 

the ‘neighbourhood’. This mattered less for some than others. But 

when the new manners, new friends, new accents, new knowledge, 

heightened the adolescent tensions of home life, security and sense of 

purpose shifted from any wide emotional life and located itself 

narrowly in schoolwork, in certificates, in markability. (Jackson & 

Marsden 1962, p.152)
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This study focused on the way in which working-class children may be altered 

by academic success and argued that through achievement many of them become 

“middle-class citizens” (p.153), leaving behind a familiar world of family and 

neighbourhood ties. It appears that the working-class teenagers of the 1950s had two 

options, either, a) work hard in school and comply to middle-class acculturating 

forces of the school or b) not work hard in school and comply to the working-class 

acculturating forces of the neighbourhood. While this study has a lot to offer in terms 

of its sensitive and insightful engagement with what happens when working-class 

children achieve highly at school, it is nonetheless embedded in the resistance- 

compliance dichotomous mode of thought prevalent in studies in the 1960s and 

1970s, therefore missing the potential range in working-class dispositions toward 

education.

2.2.3 Differentiation in working-class responses to education

However, subsequent researchers in the 1980s and 1990s began to explore the 

ways in which working-class boys have a range of responses to school and do not 

adhere neatly to the framework of resistance or compliance. As mentioned, a major 

criticism of Willis’ study is its narrow focus on particularly disaffected working- 

class youths (Brown 1987; Jenkins 1983). In response to this Brown’s research was 

concerned with what he termed “the invisible majority of ordinary working-class 

pupils who neither left their names engraved on the school’s honours boards, nor 

gouged them into the top of classroom desks” (1987, p.l). His study was also of a 

single-sex boys’ school. However, he used a broader, tripartite typology to 

differentiate the pupils. He divided the children by what he called their “frames of 

reference” (FORs). These categories are labeled “getting in”, “getting out” and 

“getting on” and were defined by Brown in the following way:

Getting in: “This FOR is adopted by those pupils who have an 

alienated orientation to school. The school holds little interest or 

meaning for these pupils both in terms of what the school attempts to 

teach, and in terms of their perceived futures” (p.105).

Getting out: “This FOR is held by those working-class pupils who 

view their future as educationally, occupationally, and socially
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distinct from the majority of working-class parents, neighbours and 

peers who live in the working-class neighbourhoods” (p.105)

Getting on: “This is the FOR of the ordinary kids. Their alienated 

instrumental orientation to school has served both to ensure their 

incorporation given that they regarded what the school has to offer as 

a means to their social advancement within the working-class, and as 

a source of collective resistance to the school’s definition of success 

and moral worth. And which severely limits the amount of effort they 

are prepared to make” (p.106).

Brown’s differentiation of the pupils into three distinct typologies echoes Jenkins’ 

earlier study in which he categorized his participants as “Lads”, “Citizens” or 

“Ordinary Kids”, again with the ordinary kids making up the majority of the working 

classes and the other two categories representing the disaffected and socially mobile 

minorities respectively. Both Brown and Jenkins rejected the bi-polar model of 

resistance and conformity proffered by Willis (1977), Hargreaves (1967) and Lacey 

(1970) in favour of an expanded model where the majority of “ordinary kids” are at 
neither extreme. Both point to more complexly differentiated working-class 

practices, and Brown in particular argued against the view that compliance with 

school amounts to a “sell-out of one’s class membership” (p.25).

However, the fact remains that, for some of the young people in Jenkins’ and 

Brown’s studies, certain practices were enacted with the intention of escaping from 

their working-class backgrounds; likely bringing a re-classification in identity. By 

“getting out” the young people were arguably demonstrating their distinction from 

their working-class peers and complicitly supporting the continued denigration of 

stable working-class identities. This leads to a question over the values placed on 

different types of identity, and in particular the devalued position working-class 

identity occupies within society and the education system. This will be addressed in 

more detail later in this chapter in discussion of the literature on ‘being’ working- 

class. However, it is useful to first consider what literature there is on hard-working 

working-class boys.

In The Making of Men (1994) Mac an Ghaill discussed the experiences of a 

group of hardworking, educationally successful working-class boys whom he
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referred to as the “Academic Achievers”. This group is part of his overall typology 

of masculinities within a comprehensive school and he focused, in particular, on how 

these boys are treated by the other groups. They are seen as effeminate because of 

their pro-school attitudes and are bullied by the “Macho Lads” for not conforming to 

their macho working-class stereotype. The discourse on the equation of working- 

hard with effeminacy is also promoted by some of the teachers within his study. Mac 

an Ghaill focused particularly on gender within this book and so the class of the 

academic achievers was obscured and class issues with reference to their experiences 

were under developed. Like Brown’s working-class kids aiming to ‘get out’ of the 

working-class, Mac an GhailTs academic achievers want to do well in school in 

order to gain credentials and be upwardly mobile and so reject the hard masculinity 

that is more common in their culture. However, Mac an Ghaill pointed out that this 

pro-achievement disposition is not merely an instrumental means to a better material 

condition. He wrote, “Equally important was the symbolic significance of the latter, 

acting as a public sign of their own high cultural position” (p.62). He noted the 

distinctions of the different male peer groups within the school, but also drew 

attention to the ways in which each of these groups show an awareness of their 

differences through the value that they place on their own and other boys’ identities. 

It is noteworthy that the academic achievers, for example, see themselves as 

different from their working-class ‘macho’ peers, whilst actively seeking and 

maintaining social distance. Finally, with regard to these pro-school boys Mac an 

Ghaill wrote that they are “destined for an ambiguous class position” highlighting 

that their potential for social mobility may not be realized or that they may occupy 

tenuous positions on the border of class boundaries.

2.2.4 Non-pathologizing literature

While much of the previous research is insightful, in terms of understanding and 

theorising the ways in which working-class masculinity relates to inequality, it stops 

short at challenging the assumption that working-class culture is deficient. Some of 

it, instead, relies on an assumption of (masculine) working-class cultural deficiency 

as a means of explanation for poor performance. Moreover, despite a subsequent 

shift in educational literature towards challenging the cultural deficiency model, 

through nuanced and culturally sensitive research (see e.g. Connolly 2004; Mac an 

Ghaill 1988, 1994; MacLeod 1987; Reay 2004), the idea that working-class boys,
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who wish to succeed in education, must somehow modify their identity to 

compensate for their lack is a powerful one that continues to impact on schools and 

their pupils. While academics have succeeded in challenging negative assumptions 

about working-class people through their critiques of education and society, their 

insights remain mostly influential within the confines of the academic community. 

Researchers, therefore, continue to find evidence of pathologizing attitudes towards 

working-class boys (and girls) amongst the general public and amongst those 

working directly with young people in the education system (see for example Reay 

2004; Connolly & Neill 2004; Jones 2011).

For example, the valuing of middle-class over working-class cultural capital is 

presented by MacLeod as a major component of the process of social reproduction. 

He argues that working-class children are socialized through schooling to expect a 

subordinate role in society, and teachers promote this ideology to children. MacLeod 

is critical of this process. Rather than accepting the pathologizing discourse that 

presents working-class personal deficiencies as the cause of low status and inequity, 

MacLeod attributes blame to the powerful force of the “achievement ideology” 

(MacLeod, 1987, p.112). This ideology is based on a belief in meritocracy and is 

described by MacLeod as the oxymoronic idea “that individual merit and 

achievement are the fair and equitable sources of inequality of American society” 

(MacLeod 1987, p.l 12-113). This conceptualization draws reflects the classic wider 

work of Marxist academics Bowles and Gintis (1976) on “Schooling in Capitalist 

America: Educational Reform and the Contradictions of Economic Life” and reflects 

their discussion of the hidden curriculum and the ways in which the education 

system makes social inequalities appear justifiable. MacLeod argues that children 

internalize the ideology that their successes or failures are based on their personal 

qualities, and subsequently believe that they have only themselves to blame when 

they fail in school. Using a Bourdieuian framework, MacLeod claims that the 

“achievement ideology” maintains unequal social order by being legitimated by 

those who are oppressed by it. He argues, “if individuals are convinced that they are 

responsible for their low position in society, then criticism of the social order by the 

subordinate classes is deflected” (ibid., p.l 13).

MacLeod's argument bears some resemblance to Willis' analysis of meritocracy 

and social mobility. Willis claims that social mobility is a fruitless objective in terms 

of class struggle and argues that it is an individualist concept. With the social
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mobility of a limited number of conformists education maintains its “elitist exclusion 

of the mass through spurious recourse to merit” (Willis. 1977, p.128). In other words 

it is impossible to expect education to create mass social mobility but allowing a 

small number of the working-class to filter through enforces the illusion of a justly 

meritocratic system. It is further suggested that the “lads’” resistance to schooling is 

“a radical act: it refuses to collude in its own educational suppression” (Willis 1977, 

p.128). However, it is arguments such as this that have left Willis open to criticism 

for romanticizing the working-class by portraying resistance to education as a noble 

and instrumental class struggle (Walker 1985). These sorts of arguments also, 

arguably, afford the lads too much agency in relation to their acceptance of their low 

social position (indeed, Willis promotes the idea that they actively strive for failure), 

thus undermining arguments that highlight the structural nature of inequalities. 

However, while Willis emphasises the lads’ agency and, therefore, wilful 

determination to fail, he also attempts to uncover some of the complex processes 

involved in the lads’ rejection of schooling by considering the influence of culture on 

the formation of masculine identities (Arnot 2004).

MacLeod's (1987) approach to understanding the issues around working-class 

male educational underachievement is perhaps more nuanced. By situating his 

participants within their community he explores the way in which identity, attitudes 

and dispositions are constructed through the complexity of lived experience. 

Interestingly, MacLeod’s ethnography is based within the neighbourhood rather than 

in educational institutions. He seeks to understand educational disadvantage by 

involving himself in the life of his participants beyond the school gates in their local 

community. Away from the institution, he gains the trust of the young men and gains 

access to their private worlds, thus obtaining some very rich insights into the way in 

which dispositions are generated. From this he is then able to construct an 

understanding of dispositions toward schooling and a deep understanding of the 

internalization of unequal structures. He avoids either pathologising or romanticising 

the working-class boys of his study: instead he critically evaluates the relationship 

between their social positions and their dispositions, removing neither structure nor 

agency from the equation, and relates these to their educational trajectories. 

Whereas, for Willis, educational failure stems from working-class boys’ agentic 

reaction to the exposure of the myth of meritocracy, for MacLeod’s ‘brothers’ (the 

boys who want to do well at school) failure results from an inability to see that
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meritocracy is a myth - they simply blame themselves when they do not achieve 

highly and their self-esteem is affected. He emphasises the unequal social processes 

that impact upon the dispositions and experiences of his participants, and rejects the 

argument that these boys choose to fail, instead proposing that they are failed by the 

system. With regard to the more disaffected boys within his study, the “hallway 

hangers”, their failure is located in the complex amalgam of agency and unequal 

social structures, highlighting the social constraints of choice. His analysis draws 

heavily on Bourdieu’s concept of habitus (this will be explored in detail later) and 

captures the idea of “intentionality without intention” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 

1992, p.19); again highlighting that structure and agency are implicated in one 

another. Bourdieu's work was influential in these debates and will be discussed in 

detail in Chapter 3.

Similarly, in a study of young boys and schooling Connolly (2004) draws upon 

the complex interplay of agency and social structure, which enables educational 

failure for working-class boys. Connolly argues that this starts at a very early age 

and that from primary school boys are beginning to develop dispositions toward 

schooling that will affect their chances of success. Furthermore the school is strongly 

implicated in embedding these dispositions through its paternalistic approach to 

educating the working-class. For example, Connolly argues that in order to 

compensate for perceived cultural and social deficiencies in its working-class pupils 

the school focuses on pastoral care rather than academic achievement. In this we see 

the persistence of the concept of working-class deficit within society and the 

education system.

The development and continuation of pathologising discourses on the working 

classes, the impact this discourse has on school children, and their strategies for 

negotiating the stereotypes imposed upon them, are discussed by Reay (2004) in her 

study of an inner city London comprehensive. She powerfully highlights the 

devalued positioning of working-class children, their awareness of this devaluation, 

and their struggles both to come to terms with and to oppose this devaluation. Within 

schools working-class culture is not often valued but is instead misrecognised and 

challenged.

This echoes the findings of Mac an Ghaill (1988) who explores the ways in 

which schools embed inequalities through the valuing of particular forms of 

knowledge and culture, reflecting the influence of Bourdieu’s thinking on cultural

15



capital and educational reproduction (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990). In the book 

Young, Gifted and Black, Mac an Ghaill (1988) explores the interactions between 

schools and black youth and specifically highlights the ways in which schools 

misrecognise and devalue black culture, particularly working-class black culture. He 

exposes the ways that some teachers make value judgements of young people based 

on their appearances, particularly based on their embodiment of classed and 

racialised cultural traits, such as mannerisms, gait and accent. For example, some 

teachers thought that Afro-Caribbean boys were deliberately posturing aggressively 

towards them because of the way in which they walked, whereas the young people 

themselves denied any such intention and saw it as part of their expression of 

identity, which may have had connotations of machismo but was not explicitly 

aggressive. Acting upon what they, ethnocentrically, perceived as aggression, 

teachers would chastise these boys with the result of antagonizing them, which in 

turn created further difficulties. The study presents the school as espousing middle- 

class, white cultural values that axiomatically preclude the acceptance of other 

cultural values. The participants of this study formed two distinct resistance 

strategies to cope with this oppression. One group. The Warriors, adopted the 

obvious strategy of resistance through non-compliance and deviance while the other 

group. The Black Sisters, adopted a strategy of “resistance through accommodation". 

The latter strategy involved a seemingly positive attitude towards schooling but was 

explicitly described by the girls as a political strategy of social mobility. They were 

simply playing by the rules despite believing the rules to be unfair. Despite focusing 

specifically on race this study is relevant to working-class boys and schooling 

because it highlights the problem that some schools, through the dispositions of their 

teachers, tend to take a particularly white middle-class perspective that marginalises 

“other” children who do not conform to ideal race, ethnic and class-based standards. 

These studies have been very important in questioning assumptions about cultural 

values within the education system.

2.3 Locality

However, children live their lives not only within school, and dispositions toward 

education are not just contingent on experiences therein. Young people’s general life 

experiences can shape the way that they view education and schooling. Morever, the 

experiences they have in their everyday lives, within their own places and spaces,
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can help to shape the way that children and young people experience schooling. For 

some it may appear to be a natural extension of their home life, for others it may jar 

with their ways of being. Locality is therefore important in gaining an in-depth 

understanding not only about dispositions toward education, but importantly about 

why particular dispositions exist. Educational experiences cannot be divorced from 

home background and/or peer cultures (Reay 2004; Connolly and Healy 2004; Evans 

2007). This section will discuss some of the literature on social class and 

space/place. In particular I will focus on young working-class people’s connection to 

local places.

Connolly and Healy (2004) vividly demonstrate, through the contrasting voices 

of 10-11 year old boys, the differentiation in worldview and the meanings attached 

to place and space that exists between working-class and middle-class boys. In their 

study, there is a painfully sharp contrast between the content of the conversations of 

the working-class boys, for whom the neighbourhood becomes a framework for 

articulating a worldview and is central to their conversation, and the conversation of 

the middle-class boys, for whom neighbourhood has so little meaning that it is 

dropped from their conversation in favour of talking about their use of the city as a 

whole, as well as aspirations to travel the world and plans to study at elite 

universities in various parts of the UK. The difference is striking: the working-class 

boys’ very thoughts are constrained by the boundaries of their geographical location; 

the middle-class boys are free to enjoy an unconstrained world-view and open ended 

aspirations that have no limits.

Acknowledging the influence of Steedman (1986), Diane Reay (2000) presents 

feelings of envy, longing and jealousy as normal responses to deprivation. Whereas 

middle-class children move relatively freely in geographical space, working-class 

children are constrained and this can be a source of dissatisfaction. She writes of 

working-class children that “Their relationship to the wider world, geographically, 

socially and psychologically, is characterized by boundaries rather than accessible 

horizons” (p.155). The powerful connection between the geographical, social and 

psychological boundaries is highlighted by Reay’s comment. In order to understand 

young people and their dispositions one has to draw on the connectedness of these 

three ways of knowing, which is perhaps best done by exploring young people's 

multiple experiences in various spaces, including their locality.
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In another study, Diane Reay (2000) draws on the significance of locality for 

working-class children who live on council estates, and argues that the geographical 

literature on class is insufficient. She highlights the important connection between 

place and identity by arguing that “places form an important source of meanings for 

individuals which they can draw upon to tell stories and thereby come to understand 

themselves and their place in wider society” (p.152). In another study of working- 

class children living on council estates, children were found to struggle with the 

feelings engendered by being associated with a ‘shameful' locality (Reay and Lucey 

2000). Reay and Lucey argue that this contributes to children’s refusal to accept a 

working-class label. In an attempt to avoid stigma the children reserve the label of 

‘working-class’ for those who are pathological, with whom they wish to disidentify. 

The notion of ‘disidentification’ is an important one, with reference to locality 

leading to the exploration of issues of belonging and not belonging. Reay and Lucey 

(2000) show that the children are conflicted in terms of their feelings of belonging 

and disidentifying. They argue that children “have relationships to the places in 

which they live that are characterised by ambivalence and conflicting feelings of 

longing, belonging and abhorrence.” (p. 411). On the one hand, children are 

connected to their locality by memory, history, experience and identity. On the other 

hand they are aware of the problems present in council estates, the exaggeration of 

the problems and the subsequent negative values imposed on their place and 

concomitantly those who live there. Their identities are entwined in the place in 

which they live, and when ambivalence presents in their feelings about place it 

impacts on their self-esteem (Reay 2004).

As working-class horizons are often shaped by locality, not least because of the 

time spent within the geographical boundaries of the neighbourhood, locality 

becomes a strong force in identity formation. Places not only have memories but 

provide security, connection and a sense of belonging, particularly for working-class 

children. Belonging to a working-class locality and having a working-class identity 

can lock together to construct powerful boundaries. These boundaries in turn impact 

upon educational horizons. Connolly and Healy argue that for the working-class 

boys in their study locality “tended to represent the parameters of the boys’ world

view and thus to significantly limit their educational and future career aspirations” 

(2004, 15). The restricted horizons for working-class children are “bounded by dense 

impermeable limits, which are constructed through a complex interplay of social
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identities and inequalities” (Archer and Yamashita 2003, 67). The research shows 

that these impermeable boundaries are both physical and metaphorical. On this basis, 

one would assume that the minority of working-class young people who do actually 

break these boundaries, by refusing the constraining limits on identity, dispositions 

and horizons, experience dislocation not only geographically but also socially and 

psychologically. There is a need to further explore the psychosocial aspects of 

belonging and not belonging; identification and disidentification; location and 

dislocation. As Jackson and Marsden (1962) pointed out almost 50 years ago, 

working-class children can be stigmatised through the acquisition of a new manner 

perceived as snobbish by those within their community. It is therefore important to 

connect identity and locality in understanding the experiences of working-class boys 

who are doing well.

2.4 Masculinity

So far I have discussed class and achievement and have only touched upon issues of 

masculinity, where these have arisen within the class research. It should be noted 

that much of the literature on working-class males has been conducted by male 

researchers. Christine Skelton (2010) has been critical of some male researchers of 

masculinity, whom she accuses of bringing a “macho perspective” (p.219) to the 

research, echoing Delamont's criticisms of the classic ethnographies of, for example, 

Willis (1977), Corrigan (1979) and Hargreaves (1967), for immortalising and 

glorifying hooliganism. Delamont (2000) writes, “once middle-class they have not 

only studied, but lionised, the very type of boy from whom they had to hide in the 

playground” (p.99). Skelton (2010) goes further in her criticism of some male 

‘masculinities, researchers and argues “there also exists research into masculinities 

and schooling which sidesteps femininst concerns whilst apearing to pay lip service 

to them.” (p.221). Therefore, it is possible for research to exist on masculinities 

which does not articulate clearly the inter-relationship between masculinity and 

femininity and the negative impact that particular forms of masculinity can have on 

women. In contrast to this, a lot of feminist literature on gender and education has 

rightly stressed the undoubted problems with anti-school, anti-feminine and 

homophobic versions of masculine identities. However, at times, some of these 

scholars have fallen into the trap of conflating the negative attributes that some men 

have with masculinity itself as an ontological concept. This section will critically
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review the educational research on masculinity, reflecting in particular on the use 

and misuse of the terms masculinity, hegemonic masculinity and laddishness. I 

conclude by arguing for the need for “sensitive analyses” (Archer and Yamashita 

2003b) of classed masculinities that pathologise neither working-classness nor 

masculinity.

2.4.1 The dominant construction of masculinity in educational 
research

Disaffected working-class young men have commonly been labeled "lads’ within 

much educational research (e.g. Willis 1977, Jenkins 1983, Mac an Ghaill 1994) 

although some researchers have argued that middle-class boys can also be lads 

(Francis 1999). "The lad' as a concept has also been conflated with the concept of 

hegemonic masculinity (Connell 1989; Connell & Messerschmidt 2005) and has 

been argued to manifest in the gender regimes of secondary schools (Martino & 

Frank 2006; Smith 2007). This is echoed by Epstein’s assertion that ""normative, 

often macho and misogynistic, versions of masculinity are constructed and played 

out within secondary school environments” (Epstein 1997, p.106). While academics 
are right to expose and criticize misogynistic versions of masculinity, in doing so 

they occasionally present, sometimes explicitly, negative aspects of particular 

versions of masculinity as normative. In doing so masculinity itself is presented as 

pathological. For example, Epstein constructs heterosexual masculinity in this 

pathologising way, as something that is “damaging” and harmful to others and 

society. She argues:

“The dual Others to normative heterosexual masculinities in schools 

are girls/women and non-macho boys/men. It is against these that 

many, perhaps most, boys seek to define their identities. The psychic 

and social defences which they build up against contamination are 

damaging to Others (who have to put up with more or less constant 

harassment), to themselves (for example, in relation to boys’ attitudes 

to schoolwork and current debates around boys’ underachievement 

and to wider society (for example, in the social cost of macho 

behaviours) (Epstein 1997, p.8).
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The implication here is that most young men in school harass both women and their 

non-macho peers, in order to preserve their heterosexual identity.

Within the last 15 years there has been an increasing interest in masculinity in 

general (e.g. Connell. 1989) and working-class masculinity in particular (e.g. Mac an 

Ghaill, 1994; Reay, 2002; Connolly, 2004; Archer & Yamashita, 2003). Working- 

class masculinity has been found to have a particularly difficult relationship with 

schooling, and working-class boys are consequently one of the groups that are 

marginalised by and within the system. In The Making of Men, Mac an Ghaill 

highlights the ways in which socially limiting forms of masculinity (forms that are 

resistant to schooling) develop in response to schools’ ‘"differentiated forms of 

authority” (Mac an Ghaill, 1994, p.57). He argues that “domination, alienation and 

infantilism...mediated through their [the "macho lads'] location in the lowest sets” 

(ibid, p.57) create reactionary resistance. The working-class “Macho Lads” from his 

study were more likely than other male groups to experience these forms of 

authority. As Mac an Ghaill asserts, "the school’s moral imperatives, which included 

a wide range of disciplinary instruments, were translated into the surveillance of the 

Macho Lads’ display of working-class masculinity” (ibid. p.57). This display may be 

partly defined by the following practices: “‘Looking after your mates’, ‘acting 
tough’, "having a laugh’, ‘looking smart’, and "having a good time’” (ibid, p.56) and 

the school’s attempt to control or curb these practices led to the development and 

strict enforcement of rules banning visual signifiers of working-class identity 

including clothes, jewellery, footwear and hairstyles, as well as the monitoring of 

bodily communication, such as their manner of walking and sitting and whether or 

not they made eye contact. In this study Mac an Ghaill posits the argument that 

schools can in fact create or at least draw out anti-education forms of masculinity 

through their harsher treatment of working-class boys and their attempts to eradicate 

working-class cultural displays. It is interesting that Mac an Ghaill’s 

conceptualization of a working-class macho ‘lad’ relies not on traits but on practices 

that do not essentialise or pathologise the boys.

While not denying the influence of other factors such as the family and the 

neighbourhood Connell (2000) concurs that "masculinities’ form partly in response 

to schools: “Though we will never have a simple way of measuring the relative 

influence of different institutions, there seems to be a good warrant for considering 

schools one of the major sites of masculinity formation” (Connell, 2000. p.151) but

21



unlike Epstein he does not limit this formation of masculinity to a single 

pathological form against which Other forms are constructed and abused. For 

Connell, there is not just one form of masculinity and so the concept does not 

become static. Nevertheless, schools have their role to play in creating definitions 

and in doing so constructing gender. Connell implicates schools in “the gendering of 

knowledge, defining certain areas of the curriculum as masculine and others as 

feminine” (Connell, 2000, p.154) and also maintains that “formal texts may reinforce 

the lesson from popular culture that masculinity is defined by difference from 

femininity” (ibid, p.156). In this way schools construct definitions of ways of being 

male through the curriculum. Connell also maintains that opposition to authority can 

be a source of excitement for boys and a way of gaining a macho reputation. It is 

through sports in particular that a dominant form of masculinity is constructed and 

reinforced and according to Connell, “the game directly defines a pattern of 

aggressive and dominating performance as the most admired form of masculinity” 

(P-159).

As mentioned above, Connell's theory of masculinity does not rely on “a single 

pattern of masculinity” (ibid., p.161) but instead offers the concept that there are in 

fact multiple ways of being male. Moreover, these forms of masculinity are arranged 

hierarchically and to explain this Connell uses the concept of hegemonic masculinity 

(Connell, 1989; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005).

2.4.2 What is hegemonic masculinity?

Hegemonic masculinity is conceived in terms of multiple masculinities arranged 

hierarchically, with each type achieving a different degree of dominance (Carrigan et 

al. 1985; Connell 1989; Connell & Messerschmidt 2005). It is argued that it is not 

enough to consider multiple ways of doing masculinity, but that we must also 

consider the relations of dominance and subordination between the different types 

(Connell 1995). Hegemonic masculinity is described as “the culturally exalted form 

of masculinity” (Carrigan et al. 1985, p. 592). Although it is applicable to only a 

small number of men, Carrigan and colleagues argue that “very large numbers of 

men are complicit in sustaining the hegemonic model” (1985, p. 592). However, 

conceptual difficulties arise in integrating context-specific hegemony with what 

constitutes hegemonic masculinity within wider society. So, for example, particular 

forms of working-class masculinity may allow access to powerful positions within a
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working-class neighbourhood, but the same form of masculinity may produce the 

conditions of being dominated within the overall social structure. It would therefore 

seem somewhat ironic to describe working-class men as hegemonic. However, 

Connell does make attempts to explain relations of dominance between different 

types of masculinity, arguing:

Social power in terms of access to higher education, entry to 

professions, command of communication, is being delivered by the 

school system to boys who are academic ‘successes'. The reaction of 

the ‘failed’ is likely to be claim to other sources of power, even other 

definitions of masculinity. Sporting prowess, physical aggression, 

sexual conquest may do (Connell. 1989 p.295).

For Connell, being a hegemonic male means exploiting resources to gain 

dominance over others. Accordingly, it would appear that what is sometimes 

described as “hegemonic masculinity” is not necessarily hegemonic in the sense that 

it is not actually a predominant form of masculinity but is actually (according to 

Connell) a reaction to subordination. The term has been taken up by many feminist 
educational researchers and has been found useful in explaining how the 

performance of particularly macho forms of masculinity can subordinate and 

negatively impact on females and ‘Other’ males (those who may be deemed as 

demonstrating sensitive forms of masculinity and/or gay masculinities) within 

schools. However, because hegemonic masculinity is often used to describe negative 

male behaviour that leads to the subordination of others, the concept risks being used 

as a catchall phrase for badly behaving and low-achieving boys. For example 

Donaldson claims that “heterosexuality and homophobia are the bedrock of 

hegemonic masculinity and any understanding of its nature and meaning is 

predicated on the feminist insight that in general the relationship of men to women is 

oppressive” (Donaldson 1993, p.645). The next section will focus on the ways in 

which hegemonic masculinity is used within educational literature to construct 

masculinity as negative.

2.4.3 Negative constructions of masculinity: the trait approach

Carolyn Jackson (2002) defines laddishness as disaffectedness and 

disengagement. Jackson argues that “the main thrust of the work on masculinities is
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that, at school, being ‘one of the lads’ commonly involves characteristics most 

associated with hegemonic masculinity" (2002. p39). Here we see the problematic 

conflation of the term “lad" with the term “hegemonic masculinity". The terms 

appear to be used synonomously. This problem is made all the more complicated by 

the fact that Jackson also defines laddishness as being anti-school and misogynistic. 

Following this logic the concept of hegemonic masculinity is nothing more than a 

term that describes negative traits. This is problematic in that hegemonic masculinity 

is meant to denote the most culturally exalted way of performing masculinity, which 

by definition should vary by time and space (e.g. the most culturally exalted way of 

being a man in 1960s America is very different from the type of man who would be 

regonised as hegemonic today, although arguably things haven't changed as much as 

they should have). Therefore, the most culturally exalted form of masculinity will 

not necessarily be laddish and conflating the two reduces the concept of hegemonic 

masculinity to a synonym for machismo. Indeed, Connell defends against critiscims 

that accuse hegemonic masculinity of being a static concept (Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005) and argues that a hegemonic form of masculinity is subject to 

change and contestation, and also varies according to context. On the other hand, 

within the gender and educational literature, the term Tad' is commonly used to 

describe a particular type of male, and is associated with overt heterosexuality 

(Epstein 1997). Although the term Tad’ is often used in educational research it is a 

term that is not adequately defined by those using it. Indeed the word has become 

something of a repository for any negative characteristic that can be attached to the 

worst versions of masculinity. The term has become saddled with a host of negative 

traits, which have wrongly come to serve as its definitive meaning. When used in 

educational literature it has come to mean anti-school, anti-feminine and 

homophobic. As Jackson asserts “appearing not to work at school has been identified 

as central the construction of Taddishness’” (Jackson 2003, p.585) and 

“procrastination is reported to be a feature of laddish behaviour" (Jackson 2002, 

P-43).

As working-class boys were originally associated with laddishness in the 1970s 

and '80s (see for example Willis 1977; Jenkins 1983) , arguably there is a three-way 

simplistic linkage between being a lad, being working-class and underachieving 

(although research shows that middle-class laddism also exists; see for example 

Francis 1999) that is not addressed within much of the masculinity and education
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literature, which tends to focus on gender without being explicit about how it relates 

to social class. However, it is necessary to begin to unpick the problematic weaving 

together of these three concepts. Abraham (2008) argues that ‘within significant 

parts of (male) working-class culture there is a strong and quite resilient pro-learning 

value- system’ (p.91). He also argues that “it is possible for many...working class 

boys to subscribe to much of what passes for ‘hegemonic masculinity’, but for this 

not to include a rejection of learning and academic work” (p.93). This challenges a 

lot of the aforementioned research, which suggests that laddish and hegemonic boys 

are anti-school, anti-feminine and homophobic.

Jackson (2010) importantly draws the distinction between what teachers see as 

problematic and unproblematic laddish behaviours, but opposes any notion that the 

teachers’ conceptual framework is valid. She argues that problematic laddish 

behaviour equates with being disruptive, which often involves ‘sexual innuendo, 

sexist comments and homophobia' (p.4) whereas unproblematic laddish behaviour 

manifests, according to teachers, as the cheeky chappy or loveable rogue. Jackson, is 

not committed to her respondents’ (the teachers) conceptualisation of unproblematic 
laddishness and indeed criticises them for colluding with laddishness by valorising 

the loveable rogue, arguing that this perpetuates problems of male dominance. When 

teachers align with lads (problematic or otherwise) they support laddish behaviour 

through their own performances of hegemonic masculinity, which subordinate 

females and these performances are viewed as a coping strategy for teachers to 

engage effectively with young males (Jackson 2010; Skelton 2001). However, the 

failure within the literature to allow for the possibility of positive forms of what may 

be called ‘laddishness’ is in danger of perpetuating a pathological conceptualisation 

of masculinity. Particularly, as it does not align with lay discourse, in which the term 

lad is often used affectionately; and within schools can be a casual and friendly way 

in which teachers address young males. As Jackson’s own research shows, teachers 

do not always use the term in pejorative ways; and so to use it, in academic 

literature, as a synonym for a triumvirate of masculine ills obfuscates the possibility 

that heterosexual masculinity can exist in any positive form.

According to Connell and Messerschmidt: “Masculinities are configurations of 

practice that are accomplished in social action and, therefore, can differ according to 

the gender relations in a particular social setting” (Connell & Messerschmidt 2005, 

p.836). It would appear that Connell’s conceptualisation of masculinity is not static
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and can account differences in practice across different sites. Furthermore, 

conceiving of masculinity as “configurations of practice” rather than a set of 

prescribed traits helps to ensure that it is not conceived in an essentialist way. 

Despite this, Connell's work has been appropriated by many academics in a way that 

reduces masculinity to a list of negative personality traits. The concept of hegemonic 

masculinity, in particular, is often used synonymously with macho, ‘hard’ or laddish 

identities (Mac an Ghaill 1994; Epstein 1997; Renold 2001; Jackson 2003) and as 

such has been reduced to a list of negative personality traits that some males possess, 

e.g. being aggressive, anti-school, homophobic, anti-feminine, anti-female, loutish, 

etc. This not only detracts from the original meaning of the concept of hegemonic 

masculinity by reducing it to a fixed type of masculinity, whose hegemony is in fact 

contestable, but also risks essentialising and pathologising masculinity itself by 

offering negative traits as a means of defmintion. Connell and Messerschmidt are 

critical of this approach, arguing that:

Early statements about hegemonic masculinity, when they attempted 

to characterize the actual content of different configurations of 

masculinity, often fell back on trait terminology - or at best failed to 

offer an alternative to it. The notion of masculinity as an assemblage 
of traits opened the path to that treatment of hegemonic masculinity 

as a fixed character type that has given so much trouble that it is 

rightly criticized... Not only the essentialist concept of masculinity 

but also, more generally, the trait approach to gender need to be 

thoroughly transcended” (Connell & Messerschmidt 2005, p.847).

However, masculinity research has persisted in using the trait approach. Other 

research uses a related approach that lists practices and equates these with 

dispositions to arrive at a definition for a particular type of masculinity. Warin and 

Dempster (2007), for example, define hegemonic masculinity as “multiple, 

hierarchical masculinities that are constructed by males in antithesis to femininity” 

(p.889) and provide a list that combines practices snd traits that are identified as 

constituting “being one of the lads” by their respondents (p.892). These include: 

drinking heavily, being loud, drinking games/competitive drinking, sexism/sexual 

harassment of women, violence/fighting, ‘pulling’ women, watching/talking football, 

vandalism, acting silly when drunk, practical jokes, play-fighting, physicality e.g.
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jumping/dancing, playing pool, swearing, causing trouble, theft e.g. supermarket 

trolleys/traffic cones. While this sidesteps the problem of the trait approach by 

incorporating practices it does not resolve the problem of adequately accounting for 

how practices relate to dispositions without falling back into the trap of equating 

certain practices with negative dispositions and labelling this as “laddishness"’.

While not wishing to deny that boys who would be described as laddish can also 

exhibit negative traits, it is dangerous to assume that these practices define 

laddishness or characterise hegemonic masculinity. Rather than being conceived as a 

list of traits hegemonic masculinity may be seen as a manner of being which 

manifests in inscription on the body. Bourdieu (2004) saw gender as a social 

construction that is naturalized through the body, and used the term bodily hexis for 

the way in which gendered identity manifests through the body, arguing:

The habitus manifests itself continuously, in oral examinations, in 

seminar presentations, in contacts with others, and. more simply, in a 

bodily hexis, a way of tilting the head, a posture of the body, which is 

its most directly visible transcription, and the social reception of the 

visible signs sends back to the person in question an image of himself 

which means that he feels authorized and encouraged, or not, in his 

dispositions, which in other people, would be discouraged or 

forbidden (Bourdieu 2004. p.44).

Masculinity is, therefore, engendered and (in)validated through experience in the 

social world; and because the social world is dynamic and multifaceted, its relation 

to power is likely to fluctuate according to context. McNay argues that “hierarchical 

gender relations are embedded in bodily hexis, that is to say arbitrary power relations 

are inculcated upon the body in the naturalized form of gender identity” (McNay 

1999. P.100). These power relations may be between males and females or between 

two people of the same gender. However, the power relations are also affected by 

class, which is also inscribed on the body; and so working-class males, for example, 

could potentially be positioned in subordination to middle-class women in certain 

fields. Therefore, any form of masculinity (including laddishness) may or may not be 

hegemonic, depending on the social context. Furthermore, boys may carry 

themselves in a certain way (have a particular hexis), be involved in masculine 

activities, and pass as “one of the lads”, with or without adopting the negative traits
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that are listed as defining laddishness. This is because gender is complex and not 

unitary, making it difficult to fit any one person into any one type according to a list 

of traits.

Although Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity is useful in considering 

the complexity of gender, it falls short as it fails to adequately incorporate the notion 

of context or show any acknowledgement of the multiple positions one man can 

occupy. Therefore, it could be argued that the concept of hegemonic masculinity is 

restricted because of its linearity. On the other hand. Bourdieu’s conceptual 

apparatus of habitus, capital and field allows for a lot of complexity in understanding 

power relations as practices, born of dispositions that have in turn been generated 

through experiences relating to the social world. In comparison, the concept of 

hegemonic masculinity underemphasises social context, allowing for it to have been 

appropriated as a unitary construction of 'real' masculinity as machismo, and against 

which other forms are defined relationally. Without considering the context it is 

impossible to conceive of the ways in which hegemonic notions of masculnity are 

subject to change according to time and place. This is despite Connell’s clear 

protestation of the conception of hegemonic masculinity as a “fixed character type” 

(Connell & Messerschmidt 2005, p.847). Moreover, if masculinity is considered as 
the internalisation of the predominant structures within a social context, then we can 

conceive of masculinity as having complex multiple positions of dominance and 

subordination. As Martino argues, “men are differentially and multiply positioned 

within social heirarchies” (Martino 1995, p.208). Arguably, the concept of 

hegemonic masculinity lacks a consideration of individual men as multiply 

positioned. By placing emphasis on the alternative positions that men can occupy 

and arranging them hierarchically, men are placed neatly into boxes of varying 

degrees of conformity and unconformity to what is considered to be culturally 

exalted. This simple categorization does not allow them to occupy different positions 

in different contexts in their complex lives.

2.4.4 Alternative models: a softening of masculinity or more 
nuanced understandings?

Within popular culture there has recently been a proliferation of newspaper 

articles arguing that masculinity has undergone a transformation. Some have 

suggested that this can be seen in the decline in sales of lads’ magazines such as
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Loaded and FHM, and that young men are looking for alternative models of 

masculinity that valorise sensitivity and intelligence and focus on issues such as 

health and grooming (Braddock 2010; Tucker 2011; Plunkett 2011).

Changes in dominant discourses on masculinity have been addressed within the 

academic literature too. For example, Martino (1995) shows the potential for the 

classroom to act as a space for questioning conceptualizations of masculinity, 

challenging what is negative, and validating positive forms of masculinity, notably 

the sensitive and caring man who eschews machismo. Furthermore, McCormack and 

Anderson (2010) argue that the young men in their study of performances of 

masculinity within a sixth-form college were comfortable with showing physical 

affection to one another. They conclude that this represents a change in the socially 

exalted way of performing masculinity, and that there has in fact been a softening of 

masculinity in contemporary society. They report that their young male participants 

engaged in activities such as stroking each other’s faces, resting their heads on each 

other’s laps and stroking each other’s legs. They argue that over time homophobia 

has reduced in schools, and that it is indeed now socially unnacceptable to be 

homophobic, consequently allowing for more tactility amongst male peer groups. 

While I am compelled by their arguments that 21st-century masculinity differs from 
early and late 20th-century masculinity, I am not wholly convinced that the world 

they describe is indicative of normative 21st-century masculinity (as they imply). 

Furthermore, they are relying on a conceptual model that accepts the assumption that 

masculinity has traditionally only been ‘hard’, homophobic and misogynistic; thus 

not accounting for the ways in which ‘soft’ forms of masculinity have co-existed 

with ‘hard’ forms, albeit in different ways at different periods throughout history. 

The social phenomenon they describe does not easily align with wider social 

discourse on masculinity and homophobia, and indeed may be attributable to the 

specific context in which the research took place. The school was a middle-class 

sixth-form college in a well-off part of southern England, and the researchers admit 

that their research therefore lacks a class component. Indeed, this study lacks any 

differentiation or complexities in attitudes and dispositions that one would expect 

within any school, even one comprising students of fairly homogeneous class 

positions.
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2.5 Being Working-Class: Experiences of and Relationships 

to the Education System

In this section I will argue that there is a tension between becoming educationally 

successful and being working-class. This tension is implicit in much educational 

literature but has been more recently explicated through ‘once working-class 

feminist academics^ reflections on their own stories of coping with being both 

educationally successful and working-class. While this literature is both illuminating 

and thought -provoking, it highlights for me the lack of attention this subject has 

been given more generally. Furthermore, as most of the literature within this area 

focuses on female perspectives, little is known about how working-class boys 

negotiate this tension and the potential emotional toll it may take on them. Indeed, 

much of the aforementioned literature that has dealt specifically with the experiences 

of working-class boys has not engaged with the emotional experience of being 

working-class (a notable exception is Diane Reay’s “Shaun's Story” [2002]). This 

section will continue by viewing the literature on the experience of being both 

working-class and successful, highlighting further the negative values attached to 
being working-class. It will finish with a discussion of the general use of the term 

working-class, again drawing upon the pejorative connotations the term invokes and 

the stigma attached.

“I have long experienced myself being read through the grid of elitist 

values - a powerful complex of ideologies and cultural practices 

which splits cleverness...from working-classness” (Hey 1997, p.142).

Inherent in the above quotation by Valerie Hey is the question of whether it is 

possible to be working-class and clever; or more accurately: is it possible to be 

perceived as working-class and perceived as clever? A growing body of literature, 

often reflecting on the experiences of once working-class academics, suggests that 

working-class identity is not easily reconciled with educational success (e.g. Reay 

1997; Maguire 1997; Reinfelder 1997; Hey 1997; Skeggs 1997b). For these and 

other academics their success within the education system has depended on a 

revalorization of cultural identity (e.g. Morely 1997; Van Galen 2008; Hey 2006) 

and success has come with great emotional cost through the sacrifice of their 

working-class identity (Reay 2001; Walkerdine et al. 2001; Skeggs 1997b). The
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reflections of these academics support the argument that through the education 

system working-class children are subjected to a lack of recognition of their cultural 

identity, and can come under pressure to conform to middle-class attitudes and 

dispositions by experiencing what is ‘appropriate' in terms of language, behaviour 

and taste (Bourdieu 1984; Bourdieu & Passeron 1990) and finding themselves to be 

deemed lacking.

In talking about her experiences as a working-class girl in the middle-class 

setting of a grammar school, Maguire (1997) describes the lack of recognition of her 

cultural roots. She argues, “The working-class cultural capital of my childhood 

counted for nothing in this new setting” (p.93). In this way the classed nature of 

cultural distinctions are “obscured because they become, not a matter of inequality in 

legitimated forms of knowledge and aesthetics, but, precisely, knowledge and 

aesthetics themselves” (Lawler 2000. p.116). The working-class girl of Maguire’s 

childhood was invalidated in the middle-class world because middle-class culture 

and knowledge are legitimated through processes of unquestioned normalization, 

while working-class culture is uncritically accepted as deficient, or even treated as 

non-existent. As Skeggs explains with recourse to her own experiences: “we are 

positioned by pathology rather than normalization” (Skeggs 1997b, p.134). 
Consequently, when the working classes attempt educational success they may be 

left struggling with divided loyalties and contradictions (Merely 1997; Reay 1997), 

engendering a sense of: “not getting it right” (Skeggs 1997b, p.130); fitting in with 

neither working-class nor middle-class culture; dislocation (Reay 1997; 2001a). 

Lucey and colleagues (2003) conceptualize the experiences of educationally 

successful working-class girls, who live an almost dual-classed identity, as 

“hybridity”. They write of the difficulties associated with, and the need for 

researchers to explore, “the losses that are fundamental to and unavoidable in 

change, even w’hen these changes are desired” (Lucey et al 2003 p.286, emphasis 

added).

So the very idea of being educationally successful and working-class is 

problematic, as success is argued to be dependent on the abandonment of aspects of 

class background (Lynch & O’Neill 1994; Lawler 2001), which can have profound 

psychosocial effects. A lot of the discussion around issues of class and acculturation 

has been generated by female academics from working-class backgrounds, drawing 

on their own experiences within the education system and feminist critical
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perspectives. This has resulted in the expression of (and the valuing of the 

expression of) a great deal of emotion around these issues. Some work exists which 

draws on the working-class male emotional experience of success within the 

education system (Hughes 2008; Dempsey 2008), but again this work is from the 

perspective of successful academics remembering and sharing their lived 

experiences.

However, this research has, importantly, highlighted that the pain associated with 

experiencing one’s classed identity as devalued is not limited to females. Other work 

on men’s educational identities has been carried out by Penny Jane Burke (2007) 

who asked mature (mostly working-class) further education students, who were 

aspiring to university, to reflect on their educational trajectories and experiences 

within the education system. Burke argues that these men distance themselves from 

working-class forms of masculinity and therefore disidentify with the cultural form 

of masculinity associated with their social backgrounds. While she describes this dis- 

identification, she does not explore the emotional impact this may be having on the 

men involved in the study.

As can be seen, much of the literature on working-class experiences of 

negotiation of educational success presents the reflective experiences of adults, 

whether through empirical data or personal reflections. The ‘here and now’ 

experiences of working-class boys (and, indeed, girls) attempting to successfully 

negotiate their way through the education system, as well as the psychosocial impact 

of educational success on teenage working-class boys’ identity, are under-researched 

areas within educational and sociological research.

2.5.1 Claiming ‘working-class’ as an identity label

At the end of my first year as a PhD student I was asked to submit a ‘Literature 

Review and Research Strategy’ to be reviewed by an internal panel of academics, 

who would then, on the basis of the submitted documents and an interview, decide if 

I was able to progress to full PhD student status. One of these academics made a 

striking point during the differentiation interview, which I was unable to successfully 

address at the time. I felt I knew but could not articulate the answer. She was from a 

working-class background and said that she “would have been mortified” if she had 

been identified or labeled as “working-class” when she was at school. Her point 

related to how I was going explain my research to my participants and if I would use
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the term “working-class” and so label them and stigmatize them. Her comment 

indicates something of the difficulties associated with the terminology of class. 1 was 

already reluctant to openly use the term ‘class' with my participants as I felt that this 

might cause offence. This section will focus on the use of the term “working-class” 

as a label of identity, as well as its use within sociological research.

Bradley and Hebson (1999) have written about the use of the term class and how 

it has disappeared both from common usage and academic use (see also Vincent et 

al. 2008). Bradley and Hebson argue that a shift in sociological interest from 

structure to culture has resulted in “an uneasy silence around the analysis of class” 

(1999, p. 178). Furthermore, the uneasy silence has been easily translated into the 

notion of the 'death of class’, which has been promoted by both Beck (1992) and 

Giddens (1990; 1991), who argue that instead of being shaped by class, individuals 

can construct their own biographies. In contrast, Bourdieu argues that individual 

agency is in itself structured by class positions (this point will be further explored in 

Chapter 3); and despite the erroneous assumptions that we live in a classless society 

where individuals are free to choose their social identity, people continue to live 
economically differentiated lives with concomitant differentiated outcomes in terms 

of health and wellbeing, etc. Even though the term social class has gone undercover, 
the effects of social stratification are still painfully obvious. In other words, class still 

powerfully shapes economic inequality (Savage 2000; Ball 2003; Macdonald and 
Marsh 2005).

However, regardless of the salience of the effects of class the term can prompt 

“silence and discomfort” (Vincent et al. 2008, p.62) and “is now rarely claimed 

(other than by academics) ... as a positive label of identity” (Skeggs 1997a, p. 123). 

Researchers such as Savage (2000) and Devine (2004) found that some of their 

participants were reluctant to explicitly use the term class; instead they used 

euphemisms such as “ordinary” and “normal” to self-assign their social position. 

Moreover, Savage (2000) describes his participants’ class identification as 

“ambivalent, defensive and hesitant” (p.36). Some academics go further than this 

and argue that to be working-class is to be seen as negative, deficient, tasteless and 

feckless (Reay 2002; 2004; Steedman 1986; Lawler 2005; Skeggs 2004). Feelings 

related to class are visceral (Vincent et al. 2008) and as such have moral significance 

(Sayer 2005), which means that the “injuries of class” (Sennett and Cobb 1993),
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what could be considered the subjective experiences of class, affect people’s self- 

respect (and not just their economic situation).

Skeggs (2004) highlights that working-class men, in contrast with women, have 

historically been associated with heroism, rebellion and authenticity. However, this 

romanticized view of the working-class male - perhaps also perpetuated by 

researchers such as Willis (1977) - does not necessarily hold true today. As 

McDowell (2003) argues, working-class boys have in recent years been portrayed as 

delinquent ‘‘folkdevils”. Archer and Yamashita (2003b) also make this point. They 

argue that working-class “young men are frequently portrayed in ‘folk devil’ terms, 

being associated with inner-city social problems such as crime, deviance and 

unemployment, the causes of which have been linked to boys’ problematic 

subcultures and... masculine identities” (p.115). Both male and female working- 

class people are stigmatized by class labels. Owen Jones (2011) vividly illustrates in 

his popular book. Chavs, the ways in which working-class people are denigrated 

within UK society. With all of this in mind it is clear that there are difficulties in 

using the term class as a descriptor or analytical category. However, to deny the 

usefulness of the term because of sensitivities around the values pegged to its 

meaning risks fuelling the arguments that pronounce the death of class (Clark & 

Lipset 1991).

This thesis is concerned with class-based inequalities within the education 

system and in particular how boys from poorer backgrounds experience schooling. 

My justification for using the term “working-class” is on the basis that it is important 

to recognize that the inequalities that I write about are fundamentally about an 

unequal distribution of wealth and symbolic goods (Crompton 1998). Furthermore, 

continued use of the concept in academia is important in order to dispute Pahfs 

argument that the concept of class is “ceasing to do any useful work for sociology” 

(Pahl 1989, p.710) and to demonstrate that analysis based on class is not only useful 

but vital to research into inequalities.
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3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: EMPLOYING THE 

CONCEPTS OF PIERRE BOURDIEU

3.1 Introduction

This study aims to explore the dispositions (social/cultural and academic) of 

working-class teenage boys who are doing well academically in school. As 

established in Chapter 2, I am working on the assumption that young people’s 

experience of schooling needs to be understood within the wider context of their 

whole world of experiences. In order to understand their educational dispositions I 

need to understand the conditions or circumstances under which these dispositions 

have developed, both in the context of school and in the context of their life outside 

school. Therefore, I am interested in the social structures that frame each of these 

contexts. As highlighted in Chapter 2, educational dispositions are not just formed 

within school but are generated through a myriad of experiences that are separate to 

but interrelate with schooling. With this in mind, the methodological underpinnings 

of this thesis will lead me to consider each individual in terms of their holistic 

experiences of life, rather than from a snapshop provided by an isolated instance 

within the classroom. Therefore, while my study is of boys within school l am also 

interested in exploring what happens in their lives beyond the school gate, as well as 

how they describe and understand their own dispositions and actions.

In this regard I have found the work of Pierre Bourdieu to be extemely useful in 

helping me to think about and think through my research and its analysis. I began 

this project with Bourdieu’s conceptual tools in mind, having found his theoretical 

lens illuminating when applied to other empirical studies. Consequently, from the 

outset I have considered and reconsidered the research project, and in particular the 

data, through a Bourdieuian lens. I will be working with a Bourdieuian conceptual 

framework as I have found Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, field and capital to be 

particularly useful as a way of understanding the relationship between experiences, 

dispositions and social contexts in order to explore practice and action. This is 

important to me as I am interested in how a person generates ways of viewing the 

world and how these can be revised in reaction to new experiences of and within the 

world. Concretely, within my research this is applied to the ways in which the
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worldview of working-class teenage boys (as engendered in part through their 

experiences within their families and communites) can be altered/sedimented 

through experiences within the education system. I do not understand this 

alteration/sedimentation of working-class children’s worldview to necessarily be 

legitimate in terms of the aims of education, rather it is an effect of the system that 

requires exploration in order to unpick the complexity (and apparent “efficacy”) of 

the socialisation and re-socialisation of working-class boys in school. As will be 

shown in this chapter, working with Bourdieu's concepts allows me think about 

‘disposition forming’ as a continuous process within different and potentially 

conflicting contexts, while developing an analysis that does not foreclose human 

agency.

Overall, Bourdieu’s theory of human action stresses that dispositions are 

generated through the internalisation of structures (the institutions and social spheres 

within society: for example, the family, the community, the school, the media), but 

he also allows for human agency. His concepts will be used to explicate the 

complexity of an individual’s dispositions, with reference to the influences of the 

contexts in which they are generated and continue to develop - namely the 

home/locality and the school. Bourdieu allows for the recognition of the importance 

of the locality in terms of educational dispositions, as was shown in the previous 

chapter in the work of Reay and Lucey (2000), Connolly and Neill (2001), Connolly 

and Healy (2004), and Reay (2004). Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, field and capital 

allow me to connect a person’s history of experiences with their dispositions and 

outlook on life, accounting for social context and social position without denying 

agency. Therefore, using these concepts allows me to analyse identity without 

resorting to individualized concepts of self, or to concepts of the disembodied actor 

free to choose his/her path in life. They will allow me not only to account for the 

ways in which individual experiences shape dispositions, but crucially for how these 

experiences are connected to social groups that are in turn impacted by social 

structures. The next section will discuss Bourdieu’s theory of practice by drawing on 

his key concepts of habitus, field and capital, providing definitions of the terms as 

they appear in the work of Pierre Bourdieu. I will then highlight some of the 

common critiques of Bourdieu’s overall theory of practice and offer some counter

arguments to these.
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3.2 Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice

3.2.1 Habitus

Arguably, the central concept in Bourdieu’s overall theory of practice is the 

concept of habitus. Habitus can be defined as modes of thought, opinion and 

behaviour which are the internalization of experiences built up over a lifetime. For 

Bourdieu the habitus is “a system of dispositions, that is of permanent manners of 

being, seeing, acting and thinking, or a system of long-lasting (rather than 

permanent) schemes or schemata or structures of perception, conception and action” 

(Bourdieu 2002, 27, emphasis in original). Experiences become internalized and 

generate blueprints (schemes) for how a person views the world, for the thoughts 

that they conceive, and for the practices that go unquestioned and seem natural. In 

this way thoughts and behavior become ‘naturalized’. A person assumes that their 

ways of seeing the world and acting in the world are natural and that what they, and 

those around them, deem to be the ‘right’ way to behave and think is indisputably so:

Symbolic - that is, conventional and unconditional - stimulations, 

which act only on condition they encounter agents conditioned to 

perceive them tend to impose themselves unconditionally and 
necessarily when inculcation of the arbitrary abolishes the 

arbitrariness of both the inculcation and the significations inculcated 

(Bourdieu 1977, p.76).

Here Bourdieu indicates that one’s perceptions and conceptions - how one sees and 

thinks about the world - are conditioned by the structures of the environment in 

which they are engendered. This affects how a person thinks and what a person can 

think about, and therefore delineates the parameters of thought and action, without 

determining thought and action per se. What a person does not conceive of is 

therefore as important to their dispositions and is as important an aspect of their 

habitus as what they do think of. For example, some children may think about 

whether it is better to study law or medicine at university, while other children may 

not even think of university at all. In both cases the children’s taken-for-granted 

dispositions are structured by their experiences in their families, communities and 

schools. For the children who do not think of studying at university it is not that they 

necessarily weigh up their options to study or not: they may simply not even
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conceive of the idea in the first place, as the experience of university is not part of 

their habitus.

Bourdieu points out that the ways in which people see the world not only become 

naturalized, but that the arbitrariness of the ways in which they are naturalized are 

often invisible. This strengthens people's perceptions that things are as they are 

because of the natural order rather than through the influence of a culturally 

determined principle. It allows people to equate the socially normative with what is 

‘normal’ and therefore ‘natural" and how things should be. In developed countries, 

for example, the majority of people do not deliberate on whether or not to send their 

children to school. Instead (if they deliberate at all) they deliberate on which school 

to send them to. People don't consider the first option because going to school is 

what children do - it is ‘natural" and ’normal" and the ‘right thing to do’. However, 

sending children to school is an arbitrary cultural construction. This is an example of 

“when inculcation of the arbitrary abolishes the arbitrariness of both the inculcation 

and the significations inculcated” (Bourdieu 1977, p.76). In other words, the 

processes involved in generating the way that people think are invisible to them and 

so they do not think objectively about the culture they are immersed in.

3.2.2 Field

Bourdieu's concept of habitus is part of his overall theory of practice, which also 

incorporates the concept of field. The field is the social space in which all social 

practices take place, and is therefore bound up with the concept of habitus. The 

metaphor of a game is used by Bourdieu in order to capture the relationship between 

habitus and field. He writes:

This phrase, [‘feel for the game’]... gives a fairly accurate idea of the 

almost miraculous encounter between the habitus and a field, between 

incorporated history and an objectified history... [it] is what gives the 

game a subjective sense - a meaning and a raison d'etre, but also a 

direction, an orientation, an impending outcome, for those who take 

part and therefore acknowledge what is at stake (Bourdieu 1990, p.

66).
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As the concept of habitus places emphasis on the structuring forces of life 

experiences, and conceptualizes dispositions as the internalization of the schemes 

that these experiences produce {incorporated history), it is important to consider in 

more detail the makeup of these structures and the space in which they operate 

{objectified history). The social field is the space in which practices take place. The 

field is not a neutral pre-given territory in which life simply unfolds, but is 

completely enmeshed with the habitus of those within; and so it is imbued with 

constructed meanings and arbitrary values. It is entirely refutable to the habitus of 

those who operate within it. The habitus develops within a field according to its 

position, and the field develops in response to the multitude of differently positioned 

habitus. Bourdieu writes:

Just as physical space... is defined by the reciprocal externality of 

positions, the social space is defined by the mutual exclusion, or 

distinction, of the positions which constitute it. that is, as a structure 

of juxtaposition of social positions (Bourdieu 2000, p.134).

Therefore, it is difficult to talk about the concept of habitus in isolation from the 
social context (field) in which it is engendered. In this thesis 1 want to consider the 

multiple contexts in which a habitus develops, especially when these fields engender 

contradictory structural influences. I am interested in the unease that may develop in 

response to a misalignment between habitus and field, and the implications for the 

valuing of particular forms of capital that a person has accrued.

3.2.3 Capital

Capital works with the previous two concepts to form the main structure of 

Bourdieu’s theoretical apparatus. Bourdieu conceived of capital as having three main 

forms. These are: social, cultural and economic. Bourdieu explains these three forms 

in the following way:

Depending on the field in which it functions, and at the cost of the 

more or less expensive transformations which are the precondition for 

its efficacy in the field in question, capital can present itself in three 

fundamental guises: as economic capital, which is immediately and 

directly convertible into money and may be institutionalized in the 

form of property rights; as cultural capital, which is convertible, in
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certain conditions, into economic capital and may be institutionalized 

in the form of educational qualifications; and as social capital, made 

up of social obligations (“connections”), which is convertible, in 

certain conditions, into economic capital and may be institutionalized 

in the form of a title of nobility (Bourdieu 1986. p.242).

In terms of education, capitals can be considered as resources that children have, that 

can be built upon or exchanged within the schooling system. For example, a middle- 

class child from a family that have a lot of books and enough money for holidays 

abroad and trips to the theatre will likely inculcate in their child their own values 

about reading, travel and the arts. In turn this will generate particular forms of 

knowledge and dispositions towards forming knowledge that will enable the child to 

transform their capital into qualifications. Flabitus, capital and field are all intricately 

related. A person’s habitus and capital depends on the field in which they are in and 

the position they occupy within that field. The field structures habitus, and habitus 

generates capital - but capital also informs the habitus. Thus, the three concepts are 

woven together.

3.3 Agency and Determinism: a False Dichotomy

The following sections will focus on some of the criticisms of Bourdieu’s overall 

theory of practice and will offer a critique of these criticisms, based on the 

importance of understanding the complexities and subtleties inherent in his work. As 

he tends to emphasize the way in which structure is incorporated into the body, 

generating schemes of perception, conception and action, which in turn create 

dispositions, Bourdieu’s work is often accused of being deterministic and as such (it 

is argued) does not allow enough room for agency and conscious intent on the part of 

the social agent (e.g. Jenkins 1992; Throop & Murphy 2002; Di Maggio 1979; 

Mouzelis 2007). For some researchers his theory of practice is conceived of as being 

wholly deterministic as the habitus is perceived to be defined as the unconscious 

driving force of human action, entirely generated by structure. However, this sort of 

(mis)conception of habitus misses the intellectual subtleties of Bourdieu’s work. As 

he explains: “Through the habitus, the structure of which it is the product governs 

practice, not along the paths of mechanical determinism, but within the constraints 

and limits initially set on its inventions” (Bourdieu 1990, p.55). If we attempt to read
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Bourdieu in a less cursory way then it is apparent that the habitus is not so much 

determined by structure than governed and constrained by it; and while Bourdieu 

does not explicitly raise the potential for agency it is not inconceivable to consider, 

through the previous quote for example, of agency interlocking with structure within 

the habitus. The absence of explicit references to agency in much of Bourdieu’s 

work does not foreclose its existence.

Despite the fact that in his life-time Bourdieu often responded to criticisms of 

determinism, and argued against such accusations, his work continues to be 

represented by his critics as, at worst, deterministic or, at best, in need of some 

tweaking in order to allow for a better understanding of agency. In the following 

section I will discuss some of the critiques that have been recently made about 

Bourdieu’s work. These critiques often proffer a hybridized version of Bourdieu’s 

theory of practice and the theory of another academic in order to produce what is 

claimed to be a better explanation for the understanding of human action (usually 

inserting agency where they claim it is absent). Through a discussion of these 

critiques and a critique of the solutions offered I argue that a deeper understanding of 

Bourdieu’s theory renders these solutions redundant, as the solutions proffered are to 

problems that do not exist in Bourdieu’s overall project.

3.3.1 Subjectivity and the habitus: countering the allegations of 
determinism

The most enduring criticism of Bourdieu’s overall theory is that it is 

deterministic and does not allow for agency. I would argue that the habitus is a 

subjective concept (everyone has different experiences and so habitus differs from 

one person to the next) and that there is certainly evidence within Bourdieu’s 

writings to support individual differences in habitus. Bourdieu writes:

Since the history of the individual is never anything other than a 

certain specification of the collective history of his group or class, 

each individual system of dispositions may be seen as a structural 

variant of all the other group or class habitus, expressing the 

difference between trajectories and positions inside or outside the 

class (Bourdieu 1977, p.86).
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In the above quotation, Bourdieu conceives of individual differences between people 

within a group. However, these differences are conceived of as “structural variants”, 

and it is statements such as this that leave him open to criticism in terms of not 

allowing for agency (Throop & Murphy 2002; Di Maggio 1979; Mouzelis 2007). 

Accordingly, individual dispositions are determined by variation in the structuring 

influences; and indeterminacy (or individual difference) is, therefore, produced 

through structure, albeit an infinitely varying structure operating according to each 

individual's unique experiences.

Taken to its extreme, Bourdieu's theory of action is viewed as an entirely 

deterministic one. Throop and Murphy (2002) argue that Bourdieu “leaves agents at 

the whim of structure”, while Jenkins asserts that Bourdieu's project, insofar as he 

attempts to transcend the objectivist/subjectivist binary, “is a failure” (Jenkins 2002, 

p.91). He goes on to insist that Bourdieu's “model of practice, despite all of its 

references to improvisation and fluidity, turns out to be a celebration of (literally) 

mindless conformity” (ibid., p.97). In both cases the criticism stems from a failure to 

recognize the scope for agency within the concept of habitus and to view it as 

nothing more than a mind-absent intuition which forces people to act in predictable 

ways, determined by their socialization. In order to remedy what they see as the 

deficiencies within Bourdieu’s conceptualization of habitus Throop and Murphy 

(2002) argue in favour of Husserl's conceptualization of habitus and for a more 

phenomenological understanding of agency and practice. They argue that Husserl’s 

conceptualization of habitus is superior to Bourdieu’s “for it explicitly allows for the 

ever-present possibility that an individual can strive to establish this habitus 

voluntarily” (2002, p.193). If we view the habitus as a purely socially constructed 

entity then their argument is bound to carry some weight. However, their criticism is 

flawed on two accounts. First of all, they draw solely on Bourdieu’s writings on the 

structured aspects of habitus; and secondly, they conceive of Bourdieu’s concept as a 

synonym for the unconscious rather than the non-conscious parameters within which 

a person's agency operates.

It is true that Bourdieu tended to emphasise the structural aspects of the habitus 

in response to the predominance of a Cartesian philosophy at that period of time. For 

example, with colleagues he writes, “the meaning of the most personal and 

'transparent' actions does not belong to the subject who performs them but to the 

complete system of relations in which and through which they are enacted”
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(Bourdieu, Chamboredon and Passeron 1991, p. 17). A cursory reading of this and 

other such statements might lead to the conclusion that Bourdieu advocates an 

objectivist perspective. However, within the chapter quoted above is an elaborated 

footnote on the important and necessary mediation between objectivism and 

subjectivism. Included is a quotation from an earlier work by Bourdieu, which 

states:

Sociology has to construct the system of relationships which 

encompasses both the objective meaning of behaviours organized in 

accordance with measurable regularities and the individual relations 

that subjects have with the objective conditions of their existence and 

with the objective meaning of their behaviours, a meaning that 

possesses them because they are dispossessed of it. In other words, 

description of objectified subjectivity leads one back to the 

description of the internalization of objectivity (Bourdieu et al. 2001, 

p.19, referencing Bourdieu 1970, p.20).

For Bourdieu, the individual is not merely constructed through their experiences 

within the world but also through their relationship with the structures that they have 

internalized. In turn, the meanings that they ascribe to their behaviours are highly 

constrained by the meanings that they have internalized through the objective 

structures or their experiences in the world. It is important to think of structures as 

generating a constraining framework in which meaning is derived by an agent in 

order to form subjectivity, rather than thinking of meaning and subjectivity as being 

determined by the internalization of external structures. Bourdieu’s theories are not 

devoid of agency and do not preclude agency. A deeper reading of his work sheds 

light on this. Through a cursory reading of his work the critics misrepresent 

Bourdieu’s theory and deny the subjectivity that is inherent within the concept of 

habitus. People are therefore reduced to structurally determined individuals 

responding automatically to life as it enfolds in an almost pre-programmed way and 

reproducing the structures that determine them. In response to this critique Bourdieu 

writes, “The model of a circle, the vicious cycle of structure producing habitus which 

in turn produces structure ad infinitum is a product of commentators” (Bourdieu 

2002, p.45).
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Despite Bourdieu's insistence that an objectivist reading of his theory is flawed 

by misunderstanding, other academics have seen the need to offer revisions to the 

concept of habitus in order to compensate for what they perceive to be the absence of 

agency. Elder-Vass (2007), for example, argues that “many and perhaps most of our 

actions are co-determined by both our habitus and our reflexive deliberations” 

(p.335). Clearly, Elder-Vass is working on the assumption that reflexive action is 

located outside of the habitus, and he falls into a similar trap to Throop and Murphy 

(2002) by reducing habitus to something devoid of intention and consciousness. His 

solution is to proffer a hybridized version of Bourdieu’s concept of habitus and 

Archer’s ontological understanding of human causal powers. He argues that 

“theoretically, it [i.e. habitus] must be modified to show how we, as reflexive beings, 

are sometimes able to critically evaluate and thus modify our dispositions in light of 

our experience, our reasoning capacities, and our value commitments” (2007, p.45). 

What Elder-Vass misses in his reading of habitus is that it already allows for all of 

this. He misses the complexity of Bourdieu’s concept and fails to see that our 

capacity for reflection and reasoning as well as our value commitments are part of 

our habitus. As Bourdieu argues:

The habitus of class as a system of organic and mental dispositions 

and of unconscious schemes of thought, perception and action is what 

allows the generation, with the well-founded illusion of the creation 

of unforeseeable novelty or of free improvisation, of all thoughts, all 

perceptions and actions in conformity with objective regularities 

(Bourdieu 1968, pp.705-706).

How (and how often) one reflects and evaluates depends on one’s habitus, which 

is a complex amalgam of structure and agency. The habitus is not fully determined 

by structure, but as it incorporates agency can be conceptualized as a constant 

interaction between structure and agency. Agency is therefore not reducible to 

structures (it is not determined by experience but is constrained by it) nor is it 

something that is separable from habitus. It exists within the habitus and is shaped 

by and gives shape to the internalized structures. These internalized structures may 

be viewed as the more determined aspects of the habitus that have left Bourdieu 

open to so much criticism, but the habitus can only operate through an agent, and as 

such must incorporate an element of consciousness. Agency and structure can both
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reside within the habitus, where the internalized structures can be seen as the non- 

conscious aspects and agency can be seen as consciousness. The two are in constant 

interaction and mutually shape one another. I have created the following diagram to 

help explain how the habitus incorporates both agency and structure and allows for 

transformation (and not just in the form of structural variation) as well as 

reproduction.

Structures -=f Practices

*

V
Dispositions

(A.

Habitus

Schemes

Key
S = Structure

Figure 2: Bourdieu’s Generative Theory of Practice A - Agency
R = Reflexivity

3.3.2 The generative habitus

In Figure 1 above I show a conceptualization of habitus that does not reduce it to 

a mechanistic theory of human action where structure produces habitus produces
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structure in an endless and unchanging cycle. The habitus incorporates structures 

through experiences within the social world. These incorporated structures interact 

dialogically with agency in order to generate schemes of perception and dispositions. 

Importantly, agency is not outside of habitus and is not therefore attenuated by 

structure. It is affected by structure but can also affect the incorporated structure, 

thus allowing for creative and not wholly determined schemes of perception to form.

The habitus can also generate reflexivity, which can interact with the schemes of 

perception to create active conscious forms of action. Reflexivity can happen 

through experiences outside of a usual field of existence (i.e. a new field). Schemes 

of perception are then brought back into the original field by the individuals and this 

allows the subject to think/behave differently (and reflexively) and/or another 

individual in the field to behave/think differently, which can then disrupt normal 

practice. This does not mean that all, or even most, forms of our actions are 

purposive and reflexive. An agent can also act in a more automatic or non-conscious 

way using schemes of perception without applying agency or developing reflexivity, 

using what Bourdieu famously referred to as a 'feel for the game’. As agency and 

structure interact in a complex way they can be seen to be mutually constitutive of 

each other instead of being dichotomous entities. One informs the other so that 
people are neither fully determined nor free-thinking beings, as Bourdieu has argued. 

Reflexivity, therefore, is engendered by a complex amalgam of incorporated 
structure and agency, and can act in support of or against our schemes of perception 

but as part of our habitus.

This reading of Bourdieu's concept of habitus, I would argue, is true to and is 

compatible with his overall project. However, it emphasizes the element of agency 

that Bourdieu insists exists but is not always explicit about. It is Bourdieu’s lack of 

explicit stress on agency, and importantly how it can be operationalized using his 

conceptual toolkit, that perhaps has led to criticisms of determinism and has 

prompted attempts to modify his theories by introducing aspects of concepts 

developed by other theorists. 1 would argue that much of what these theorists have 

attempted to is rendered redundant by a deeper reading of Bourdieu. Nick Crossley 

(2001), for example, recognizes that agency is problematic within Bourdiueu’s 

overall theory but does not argue that it is absent. He writes,
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It is... evident, in his [i.e. Bourdieu’s] work as a whole, that he is 

concerned to bring an analysis of these subjective structures into his 

investigations. Notwithstanding this, however, his work, to date, 

offers us relatively little in the way of an analytic toolbox for opening 

up and exploring the subjective side of the social world (Crossley 

2001, p.98).

Crossley, here, appears to be claiming that agency needs to have a more obvious 

(and therefore usable) role in Bourdieu’s overall theory, and perhaps a more explicit 

location within his analytic framework. He then goes on to talk at length about the 

usefulness of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological analysis of habit, claiming that it 

allows us to “deepen Bourdieu’s conception of the habitus and more importantly, to 

overcome its weaknesses” (2001, p.116). According to Crossley, the strength of 

Merleau-Ponty’s work is that it conceives of the “way in which habits fit into an 

ongoing dialogue between agents and their social world”, allowing for the “habitual 

root” to be transformed (p. 116). I would argue, along with McNay (1999), that the 

habitus, as Bourdieu conceives of it, is in fact a generative concept that relies on 

“ongoing dialogue” and therefore enables the transformation that Crossley 

(following Merleau-Ponty) describes.
Lois McNay’s (1999) understanding of Bourdieu’s concept provides a more 

sophisticated and deeper understanding of habitus, that neither reduces it to a 

synonym for the unconscious nor denies its fluidity and dynamism. McNay allows 

for an understanding of habitus as something that is capable of producing endless 

schemes of perception that actively engage with and impact upon the world - it is 

not just structured but is structuring, as Bourdieu often writes. Her conceptualization 

recognizes Bourdieu’s intention to break away from dichotomous thinking about 

structure and agency and to account for both. The habitus is seen as a way of 

accounting for the creative and ongoing interaction between the subject and the 

world, which actually parallels Merleau-Ponty’s analysis of habit. The structured and 

structuring habitus does not simply become trapped in a cycle of reproduction but 

can generate creative responses and thus alter the underpinning structures. 

Bourdieu’s concept is not, therefore, further enhanced by a phenomenological 

addendum, as all the explanatory power that phenomenology is claimed to offer to 

his concept is already there. For example, McNay writes:
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It [i.e. habitus] is neither fully determined nor fully willed - the 

habitus is a generative rather than a determining structure which 

establishes an active and creative relation ... between the subject and 

the world (McNay 1999, p.100).

This interpretation of habitus is similar to Crossley’s interpretation of Merleau 

Ponty’s analysis of habits. Conceiving of the habitus in this way allows us to 

overcome the criticisms of determinism and stasis that the concept has been charged 

with. The habitus is a generative (rather than a deterministic) concept, as it is in 

constant interaction with the social world. This interaction causes a constant 

modeling and remodeling of both the habitus and the social world, allowing neither 

to remain static. While social reproduction is often achieved through the habitus, if 

not absolutely then to a degree, it is not the only possibility.

It is clear that the habitus must be fluid and is therefore capable of change. In fact 

the concept is defined by its generative capacities: it is seen as the internalization of 

structure. This internalization can never be instantaneous and it would be ridiculous 

to consider it in this way. It does not happen at the moment of birth, for example, 

and remain in stasis throughout a person's lifetime. The internalization of structure 

(and therefore the generation of habitus) is a process that is continuous and adjoined 

to experience. “By conceiving of habitus as a temporal structure, the body is 

imputed a dynamism and a mutability” (McNay 1999, p.101). It can be viewed not 

only as temporal but as permeable (Reay 2004) and therefore capable of allowing 

influences of life's experiences to pass through or to be absorbed (or internalized). It 

is in constant dynamic interaction with the social fields it encounters, and this leaves 

the habitus open to change, which usually occurs through a slow process of 

evolution rather than radical transformation. Bourdieu is very clear on this. He 

writes:

The habitus is not something natural, inborn: being a product of 

history, that is of social experience and education, it may be changed 

by history, that is by new experiences, education or training (which 

implies that aspects of what remains unconscious in habitus be made 

at least partially conscious and explicit). Dispositions are long-lasting: 

they tend to perpetuate, to reproduce themselves, but they are not 

eternal. They may be changed by historical action oriented by
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intention and consciousness and using pedagogic devices... Any 

dimension of habitus is very difficult to change but it may be changed 

through this process of awareness and of pedagogic effort (Bourdieu 

2002, p.45).

Far from being determined by our habitus, we are able to consciously change it! This 

is radically different from the conceptualisation of habitus that is purveyed by 

Bourdieu’s critics. The internalized structures that form our unconscious 

dispositions, allowing us to think of our behaviour as natural, can be affected by 

consciousness. Bourdieu explicitly states that it is possible for people to become (at 

least partially) aware of the structures that have been internalized, allowing them to 

reflect on and revise their schemes of perception.

However, this does not imply that we are rational actors able to freely shape our 

own biographies. The capacity for reflection and revision is highly constrained by 

structure. Bourdieu states: “It [habitus] is a structured principle of invention ... The 

habitus generates inventions and improvisations but within limits" (2002, p.46). 

McNay elaborates this further. She argues: “Habitus is a principle of ‘operative 

spontaneity’, that is to say that it is in a state of permanent revision, but this revision 

is rarely radical because the new and unexpected is always incorporated upon the 
basis of previously established, embodied perceptions" (1999, p.18). So, as new 

experiences and thoughts are incorporated into the habitus they are filtered through 

the schemes that have been produced by previous experiences. Sometimes these 

experiences map on to and build upon these perceptions allowing for incremental 

changes. At other times, when thoughts and ideas differ radically from those already 

internalized and laid down as blueprints for perception, conception and action, they 

find no means of being absorbed easily and so cannot be incorporated into the 

habitus as new schemes of perception. Instead they are absorbed and diluted to a 

negligible quantity. The new and unexpected is unlikely to usurp already embedded 

schemes, and so radical transformation does not easily take place. In order to fully 

consider the ways in which the habitus acts a creative and generative concept it 

needs to be considered inseparably from Bourdieu's concept of field.
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3.4 Cleft Habitus and Habitus Tug

It is likely that those who are ‘in their right place' in the social world 

can abandon and entrust themselves more, and more completely to 

their dispositions (that is the ‘ease’ of the well-born) than those who 

occupy awkward positions, such as the parvenus and the declasses; 

and the latter are more likely to bring to consciousness that which, for 

others is taken for granted, because they are forced to keep watch on 

themselves and consciously correct the ‘first movements’ of a habitus 

that generates inappropriate or misplaced behaviours (Bourdieu 2000, 

p.163).

In relation to this thesis, Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and field will play an 

important role in theorising the misalignment of the dispositions and practices 

acquired through early life experiences growing up in a working-class culture, and 

the different dispositions generated through new life experiences - e.g. attending a 

grammar school and learning to value different ways of viewing the world. In 

explaining habitus, Bourdieu writes: “The structures constitutive of a particular type 

of environment (e.g. the material conditions of existence characteristic of a class 
condition) produce habitus, systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured 

structures predisposed to function as structuring structures” (1977, p.72). This thesis, 

however, does not use Bourdieu’s concept of habitus in a straightforward way to 

show social reproduction. While not denying that social structures and inequality are 

often reproduced through the habitus, I also wish to consider what happens when a 

person’s habitus shifts, and importantly what processes are involved in these 

changes. In doing this it will be necessary to consider the structural influences on the 

habitus, and how these influences can be produced by experiences in different fields. 

I wish to recognize that the habitus can be generated within two not wholly 

compatible fields: the field of origin (incorporating family background, geographical 

location, and social class); and the social field of the grammar school and the peer 

groups developed through the process of becoming educated. It could be argued that 

in these conditions the habitus is destabilized as it is caught in a tug between two 

conflicting social fields. Bourdieu writes of these conflicting external forces: “Thus 

it can be observed that to contradictory positions, which tend to exert structural
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‘double binds' on their occupants, there often correspond destabilized habitus, torn 

by contradiction and internal division, generating suffering” (2000, p.160).

In relation to a misalignment between habitus and field Bourdieu writes, “Where 

dispositions encounter conditions (including fields) different from those in which 

they were constructed and assembled, there is a 'dialectical confrontation' between 

habitus as structured structure, and objective structures” (2002, p.31). It could be 

argued that the dialectical confrontation between habitus and field (other than the 

field of origin) results in a degree of accommodation where the habitus accepts the 

legitimacy of the new field's structure and is in turn structured by it, thus enabling a 

modification in the habitus. Yet the habitus is still constrained by the structuring 

forces of the field of origin. In this case the new habitus is made up of conflicting 

elements: the internalization of new experiences and schemes of perception can lead 

to the internalization of conflicting dispositions. This can be conceptualised as a 

‘habitus tug’, where conflicting dispositions struggle for pole position and the 

individual can at times feel pulled in different directions. This may create a 

‘destabilized habitus’ where the individual is not a ‘fish in water’ in either field. In 

some cases the conflicted habitus causes division, leaving an individual alienated 

from the practices within a field. Bourdieu describes this in terms of a cleft habitus 

resulting from contradictions of formation: “I have many times pointed to the 

existence of cleft, tormented habitus bearing in the form of tensions and 

contradictions the mark of the contradictory conditions of formation of which they 

are the product” (2000, p.64). These contradictions are obvious when people are 

uprooted from one way of life and find themselves living in another part of the 

world, for example; or when the structure of society changes dramatically due to 

revolution. As an anthropologist, Bourdieu is able to highlight his ideas through 

radical examples. However, his theory should not be restricted to such radical 

changes in life. There are many other ways in which people can be confronted with 

lived cultural dissonance, as Lahire (2011) argues. Influenced by Bourdieu, Lahire 

argues that “compulsory education leads children to be faced with forms of cultural 

apprenticeship, knowledge and social relations that are quite foreign to their original 

milieu” (p.x). They are then faced with contradictory forms of structural influences 

which can lead to radical habitus changes.

This tension between habitus and fields and the notion of a habitus divided 

against itself (Bourdieu et al. 1999; Reay 2002) is central to my thesis. The tension

51



between working-class identity and working-class educational achievement is to be 

explored. Is it possible to remain working-class and to be educationally successful? 

Bourdieu sums up these tensions in the following quotation, as part of his interview 

with Wacquant in An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology.

If, to resist, I have no means other than to make mine and to claim 

aloud the very properties that mark me as dominated ... in the manner 

of the sons of English proletarians proud to exclude themselves from 

school in the name of the ideal of masculinity borne by their class 

culture (Willis 1977), is that resistance? If so, on the other hand, I 

work to efface everything that is likely to reveal my origins, or to trap 

me in my social position (an accent, physical composure, family 

relations), should we then speak of submission? (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant 1992, p.24).

I want to agree with Bourdieu that at times when there is a rupture in the seamless 

interconnection between habitus and field, a certain amount of reflexivity is enabled. 

This is not necessarily caused by crisis as this rupture can be produced in ordinary 
life in any situation where habitus and field are not aligned. In order for this 

misalignment to occur the habitus needs to be confronted with a field that is not the 

originary field (the one to which it is attuned). In such cases it is posible for the 

habitus to internalize a degree of conflict. Lahire refers to the “internal plurality of 

the actor’ (Lahire 2011, p.43) to describe how people can internalize and call forth 

different dispositions in response to different fields, relying on a person’s ability to 

switch between and inhibit conflicting dispositions depending on the demands of the 

occasion. He writes:

It is because the dispositions that make up each individual legacy of 

dispositions are not necessarily coherent or homogeneous among 

themselves, moreover, that each new situation experienced by the 

actor plays an important role as the filter, selector or trigger and is the 

occasion for an application or suspension, a flourishing or an 

inhibition of this or that part of the embodied dispositions” (Lahire 

2011, p.xii)
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However, I am interested in presenting a more complex picture of the potential ways 

in which plural dispositions can operate as part of the habitus. This is summarised in 

Table 1 below and the explanation that follows.

Table 1: Habitus Typology

Disjunctive: originary field
OR educational field

Conjunctive: originary field
AND educational field

Abandoned habitus - divided from

originary field. A person renegotiates

their habitus in response to the

structuring forces of the new field

Reconciled habitus - two fields are

reconciled. A person can successfully

navigate both fields. Can accommodate

both structures despite opposition.

Can induce a degree of reflexivity.

Re-confirmed habitus - divided from

new field. The new field is rejected and

so its structures are not internalized.

Destabilized habitus - person tries to

incorporate the structuring forces of each

field into their habitus but cannot achieve

successful assimilation. Instead they
oscillate between two dispositions and

internalize conflict and division.

Table 1 provides a theoretical model for analyzing the interaction between habitus 

and two different fields, i.e. the field of origin and another field. It is applicable for 

analyzing the interface between two strong, not wholly aligned fields in which an 

agent operates, especially when there is a transition between the dominance of field 

influences. In the case of this research I am considering the originary field to be that 

of the home (including community) and the other field to be that of the school. 

Working with Bourdieu’s overall model of a theory of practice and relying on the 

conceptual tools of habitus and field, this thesis accepts that a person’s primary 

habitus is formed through socialisation within the family and through experiences in 

early life. This forms schemes of perceptions, conception and action; and as noted 

above, this in turn forms the basis on which all future experiences are built: “Early 

experiences have particular weight because the habitus tends to ensure its own 

constancy and its defence against change through the selection it makes within new 

information by rejecting information capable of calling into question its accumulated
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information, if exposed to it accidentally or by force, and especially by avoiding 

exposure to such information” (Bourdieu 1990, pp.60-61).

As children get older they become less dependent on the family as the main 

social space in which they operate, and are likely to experience life in other social 

spaces (fields) too. These new (or secondary) social fields then exert a strong force 

and impact on dispositions through the internalisation of structure. For most children 

in developed countries school is an important secondary social space. Important, in 

the sense that they spend a lot of their time within this social space and so internalize 

the structuring influences based on their experiences of this field. For some children 

(particularly middle-class children) there is a high degree of congruence between the 

structures of perception produced by their early life experiences and the structures 

of perception produced by schools. It has been argued that schools purvey middle- 

class values (see the discussion of the literature above) and this creates resistance for 

working-class kids. However, there has been little discussion of how some working- 

class children accept the (so-called) middle-class values of the school and therefore 

incorporate the structures to produce schemes of perception that are congruent with 

the school field. Theoretically this is interesting because if the two fields exert 

opposing structural influences then the habitus must in some way be affected by this 

conflict. Is it possible for people to incorporate two separate schemes of perception, 

or must they reject one in favour of the other? With reference to Bourdieu’s concept 

of habitus and the embodiment of reflexive dispositions in relation to multiple fields, 

Bernard Lahire argues:

Sometimes contradictory socialising experience, can in/cohabit the 

same body; ... mental and behavioural dispositions, internalized to a 

greater or lesser extent, can manifest themselves or be put on standby 

at different moments in social life (according to the area of practices) 

or the course of a biography (2008, p. 186).

My thesis is based on the assumption that these two fields - the home and the school 

- can have differing structuring influences, which may indeed be in opposition. This 

model is applicable as a toolbox for analysing the processes involved when a person 

is caught between the influences of any two opposing fields. I recognise that within 

school the home field and the school field may in fact be aligned. In this case the 

model is not applicable.
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Table 1 is divided into four separate sections, each pertaining to a relationship 

between the habitus and the two fields. Each section represents a separate possibility 

for the habitus in terms of how it incorporates the structures of the fields. In the left- 

hand column the two possibilities are based on the incorporation of the schemes of 

perception from only one field and the rejection of the other. In the right-hand 

column the two possibilities are based on the incorporation of the schemes of 

perception of both fields. This is a heuristic device and as such is an approximate 

and not a perfect measure. I understand that to some degree in all cases schemes of 

perception from both fields will be incorporated. However, the degree of 

incorporation of each set of schemes may vary and it is this that I find interesting to 

analyse. I will provide an explanation of each of these four potential responses, 

firstly explaining the disjunctive responses and then the conjunctive responses. The 

disjunctive responses pertain to situations when the habitus incorporates one or other 

of the fields’ schemes of perception, conception and action. The two sets of schemes 

are seen (not necessarily in a fully conscious sense) as alternatives. The conjunctive 

responses pertain to situations where the habitus attempts to incorporate both 

schemes of perception and attempts to find a way of accommodating the 

contradictions. I offer two options within each type of response, i.e. two disjunctive 

and two conjunctive responses.

3.4.1 Abandoned habitus

The abandoned habitus is divided from its originary field. As the secondary field 

of the school exerts a structuring force on a person's habitus they have difficulties in 

accommodating both sets of incongruent structures. Over a period of time the 

structures of the new field become internally dominant as part of the habitus, and 

the old/originary structures are usurped or overwritten. Through a complex 

interaction between structure and agency a person renegotiates their habitus in 

response to the structuring forces of the new field. An example of this may be when 

a working-class child adopts the manners and attitudes of his/her middle-class peers 

and becomes attuned to behaving ‘appropriately’ and performing well in school, but 

in doing so becomes less attuned to the ‘appropriate’ manners and ways of being 

when at home or in his/her community.
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3.4.2 Re-confirmed habitus

The re-confirmed habitus is divided from a new/secondary field. Again, as the 

secondary field of the habitus exerts a structuring force on the habitus a person will 

experience difficulties in accommodating both sets of incongruent structures. As the 

new schemes filter through the habitus they become diluted by the strength of the old 

schemes. At times this may be partly conscious, when an agent considers the ways of 

viewing the world offered by each of the fields' structures. However, often this will 

be part of the non-conscious operations of the habitus, and the new field's structures 

simply find no means of being received by and assimilated into the originary 

schemes. The new structures do not then become part of the internalized dispositions 

of the habitus. The new field is rejected and so its structures are not internalized: the 

person's original habitus is re-confirmed (re-confirmed, rather than confirmed, 

because the habitus that is not exposed to a new field may be considered confirmed 

on a daily basis, through its encounters with the field of which it is the product; a re

confirmed habitus has encountered and rejected an alternative field and therefore 

alternative dispositions, conceptions and perceptions). (This may lead to symbolic 

violence, reproduction, misrecognition and may be best exemplified by Willis’ 

(1977) ‘lads’, who thoroughly reject school in favour of their own working-class 

male subculture.

3.4.3 Reconciled habitus

The reconciled habitus occurs when the two fields, although opposing, are 

integrated. Despite the oppositional structuring of the secondary field the agent is 

able to reconcile the internalization of both fields’ schemes of perception. This is 

reminiscent of Lahire’s discussion of contradictory socializing experiences 

cohabiting the same body (Tahire 2003; Tahire 2011). A person can successfully 

navigate both fields by drawing on these different aspects of habitus depending on 

which field they are in. i.e. they are responsive to each field and have a ‘feel for each 

game’ and behave accordingly. The agent behaves ‘naturally’ in each of the 

divergent fields, i.e. in attunement with the field's accepted norms of behaviour and 

disposition. In this way a person can accommodate both field structures despite the 

opposition between them. It could be argued that in these circumstances, because of 

the incongruence of the schemes of perception and the differing ways in which a
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person acts in the separate fields, a high degree of reflexivity is generated, or at least 

necessary.

3.4.4 Destabilized habitus

A destabilized habitus is when the structuring forces of each field are 

incorporated into the habitus but cannot be reconciled. Instead the two separate 

schemes of perception vie for dominance. The person tries to incorporate the 

structuring forces of each field into their habitus, but cannot achieve successful 

assimilation. Instead they oscillate between two dispositions and internalize conflict 

and division.

3.5 Institutional Habitus

As this thesis is focused on the experiences of working-class boys within two 

different schools it will be important to consider the impact of each institution in 

framing and producing particular types of educational experience for the boys. There 

is a wealth of literature exploring the impact of different types of institution on the 

students within them. For example Reay (1998; see also Reay, David & Ball 2001) 

argues that the institution exerts a strong effect on the possible higher education 
choices available to students, with access to elite universities being positioned within 

comfortable grasp of those attending private schools. Similarly McDonough (1996; 

1998) highlights how institutional practices shape the thoughts and aspirations of 

students. Common to these studies is a theoretical framework that attempts to 

appropriate and extend Bourdieu’s concept of habitus from analysis of individuals to 

analysis of institutions. Whilst recognising what they describe as “the gaps and 

rough edges in the seams of the concept'’, Reay, David and Ball (2001, §8.4) argue 

for the usefulness of the concept of institutional habitus, and the importance of 

putting it to work in other research, in the hope that through use it will be fine-tuned 

and developed. Subsequently they have used the concept as a tool for analysing other 

aspects of their study (Reay et al. 2005; Reay, Davies, et al. 2001).

The concept of institutional habitus has since been taken up by other researchers 

(e.g. Horvat & Antonio 1999; Thomas 2002; Slack 2003; Smith 2003; Ingram 2009; 

Beach & Sernhede 2011), all promoting the idea that insitutions have a cultural 

effect on those within them. In other words, schools can shape the habitus of 

individuals through their forms of organization. For example, in the context of a
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discussion of the ways in which institutions ascribe values through their practices 

and ways of being, Thomas (2002) argues that “pedagogy is not an instrument of 

teaching, so much as of socialization and reinforcing status”, highlighting the multi

layered and deeply embedded taken- for-granted value laden processes of education 

that are conveyed through institutions. In an earlier study I have argued that schools 

can impact on pupils’ habitus even when their background experiences are similar 

and they are from the same neighbourhood (Ingram 2009). More recently. Beach and 

Sernhede (2011) have argued that poor children are marginalised through their 

experiences within an increasingly segregated school system, which promotes the 

development and sedimentation of differing institutional habitus that accord with 

class structures and play out in terms of educational disadvantage for working-class 

children.

In general the concept of institutional habitus has been useful in examining the 

way in which schools differ in their 'taken-for-granted' assumptions about education 

and their pupils’ educational trajectories. A school will structure a child’s disposition 

towards education in line with its particular habitus (McDonough 1996; Reay 1998; 

Reay et al. 2005; Meo 2006) and may also contribute to a perpetuation of social 

inequalities through the valorization of particular forms of cultural expression 

(capital) that are more attuned to the dispositions of the advantaged classes (Horvat 

& Antonio 1999). A school’s habitus, like an individual’s habitus, is a ‘system of 

lasting, transposable dispositions’ (Bourdieu 1977, p.82), the product of historical, 

social and cultural actions and interactions. As a child’s individual habitus is 

mediated through the institution, the institutional habitus shapes the child’s habitus.

In Bourdieu’s theory, an individual’s habitus also has a structuring force 

(Bourdieu 1977); and therefore, in the case of schools, individuals structure and 

restructure the institutional habitus. In this way we can understand that a school’s 

history and experiences, as well as its pupils and staff (past and present), contribute 

to its evolving habitus and institute the dispositions it conveys to its current pupils 

and staff. However, as “institutional habituses are capable of change but through dint 

of their collective nature are less fluid than individual habitus” (Reay 1998, p.521), 

individual pupils are not likely to transform it. This is consistent with Bourdieu’s 

theory of the habitus as a mechanism for reproduction. The individual’s habitus, as 

reformed and conformed by the school, “produces practices which tend to reproduce 

the regularities immanent in the objective conditions of their generative principle”
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(Bourdieu 1977, p.78). In other words, as dispositions (in this case, an institutional 

disposition) are born from the collective habitus they tend to reinforce rather than 

contend with social norms, allowing for these norms to reproduce. A school 

therefore inculcates a habitus (in its members) that reinforces its own institutional 

habitus rather than transforming it.

However, the concept of individual habitus has recently come under fire and has 

been described as a “baggy, anthropomorphic label for shared expectations” 

(Atkinson 2011, p.338). Atkinson maintains that the concept is theoretically 

unsound, being flawed on the grounds not only of anthropomorphism but also of 

substantialism and homogenization. He claims that “the fact of the matter is that the 
kinds of qualities the notion of habitus is supposed to convey simply cannot be 
extended to the collective level” (Atkinson 2011, p.337). However, the concept of 

institutional habitus fundamentally relies on an understanding of habitus as both an 

individual and collective concept. Despite arguments to the contrary, it is my 

understanding that Bourdieu works with both individual and collective notions of 

habitus. For example, he argues: “In short, the habitus, the product of history, 
produces individual and collective practices, and hence history, in accordance with 

the schemes engendered by history” (Bourdieu 1977, p.82). As suggested by Reay, 

David and Ball (2001) when they initially promoted the concept of institutional 

habitus, there may be some rough edges but these could be smoothed out and 

developed by further use.

I wish to spend some time putting forward the argument that the concept of 

institutional habitus is a useful thinking tool on the basis that it not only promotes 

Bourdieu’s understanding of habitus as a collective concept, but usefully aids 

thinking about the power of institutions to shape individual identities and 

trajectories. While the habitus is unique to each individual, as each person 

experiences the world in their own way, it is a concept that is meaningless without 

its relationship to others. Bourdieu writes that habitus, as a disposition acquired by 

social conditions, “may be totally or partially common to people who have been the 

product of similar social conditions” Bourdieu 2002 p.29). This points to the ways in 

which an individual's habitus does not merely relate to the habitus of others within a 

given social group, but develops in line with - and is partially shared by - those who 

share similar social conditions. It can be said that a group habitus is generated, or 

(more accurately) that groups of people can develop a common habitus. This does
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not imply some kind of ‘super-habitus’, as suggested by Atkinson (2011) in a 

critique of the ways in which some researchers have employed notions of group 

habitus; rather it emphasizes the social formation of habitus. Atkinson 

overemphasizes the way that habitus is useful for explaining the myriad of 

experiences of an individual, and neglects to account for the collective formation of 

habitus (the ways in which individuals within groups develop individualized forms 

of similar habitus) - or to use Bourdieu’s phrase “affinity between habitus” 

(Bourdieu 1998, p.70) - not to mention the fact that the habitus necessarily forms 

within groups. His conceptualization of habitus at worst denies the connections 

between individual and society, and at best underemphasizes them. Arguably, it is 

the way in which habitus connects an individual's experiences with the groups they 

associate with (and within which their habitus is generated) that gives habitus its 

explanatory power.

Therefore, what is important to conceive is how the group habitus imposes itself 

on the individual. As Bourdieu argues:

Because the social is also instituted in biological individuals, there is, 
in each biological individual, something of the collective, and 

therefore properties valid for a whole class of agents. ... Habitus 

understood as an individual or a socialized biological body, or as the 

social, biologically individuated through incarnation in a body, is 

collective, or transindividual - and so it is possible to construct 

classes of habitus, which can be statistically characterized (Bourdieu 

2000, pp. 156-157).

To focus solely on the individual without recourse to discussion of social groups 

imposes limitations on the concept of habitus that renders it almost useless as a 

sociological tool, as to do so would fail to fully encapsulate the socially influenced 

formation of an individual’s habitus. As Bourdieu writes: “The socialized body 

(what is called the individual or the person) is not opposed to society: it is one of its 

forms of existence” (Bourdieu 1993, pi 5). Atkinson’s denial of the possibility of the 

collective habitus threatens to undermine complex understandings of the relations 

between the individual and society. This is clearly at odds with Bourdieu’s own 

conceptualization of the collective habitus. Bourdieu, for example argues that “in 

short, the habitus, the product of history, produces individual and collective
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practices, and hence history, in accordance with the schemes engendered by history” 

(Bourdieu 1977, p.82).

In both Outline of a Theory of Practice (1977) and Logic of Practice (1990), 

Bourdieu argues that individuals are able to receive and share in the history 

objectified in institutions. Individual agents do so through their habitus by adjusting 

dispositions in order to “appropriate them [i.e. institutions] practically” (Bourdieu 

1990, p.57). While Bourdieu himself does not use the term institutional habitus, the 

phrase is useful in considering the incorporation of the institution into the habitus. 

The institution brings about an adjustment in habitus, bringing agents into a state of 

habitus homology. It is this homology, this shared habitus engendered by the 

institution, that underpins the notion of institutional habitus. As Bourdieu argues:

In short, being the product of a particular class of objective 

regularities, the habitus tends to generate all the ‘reasonable’, 

‘common-sense’, behaviours (and only these) which are possible 

within the limits of these regularities, and which are likely to be 

positively sanctioned because they are positively adjusted to the logic 

of a particular field, whose objective future they anticipate (Bourdieu 

1990, pp.55-56).

The institution can be considered as a field in Bourdieuian terms and so it has 

been argued cannot have a habitus (Atkinson 2011). However, thinking of 

institutional habitus as those shared components of individuals’ habitus that are 

inculcated by a particular institution does not preclude thinking of the institution as a 

field - in fact, it entails it. The term institutional habitus is useful in considering the 

internalization of the structures of the school field, and in particular how this 

internalization is not only common to those within the institution but is a result of 

the institution. “The habitus is what enables the institution to attain full realization: it 

is through the capacity for incorporation, which exploits the body’s readiness to take 

seriously the performative magic of the social, that the king, the banker or the priest 

are hereditary monarchy, financial capitalism or the Church made flesh” (Bourdieu 

1990, p. 57).

Bourdieu highlights that while institutions are not supernatural entities (Atkinson 

2011), they gain “dispositional” power through key figures within them, and 

especially through these key figures’ actions or performances of their roles, which
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are defined by and constrained by the insitution. It is almost as if they become the 

institution through their experience therein. This should be read as a playful use of 

personification (rather than anthropomorphism) that is successful in conjuring the 

idea that the institution can powerfully shape those within it and generate practices 

which conform to an institutional habitus regardless of the individual's prior habitus. 

For example, it is not difficult to imagine that a teacher working at an elite school 

like Eton would be likely to change their teaching dispositions and practices if they 

found themselves working at an inner-city comprehensive: it would be surprising if 

they retained a fully Etonian institutional habitus in their new role. The revision of 

their habitus would come about through exposure to the new dispositional norms 

expected in the new institution, and while it may be argued that these changes are a 

result of being in a different field it might also be considered that the dispositions 

that are dominant and therefore transforming within this field are usefully described 

as an institutional habitus. For Bourdieu, the institution is capable of living through 

individuals.

An institution ... is complete and fully viable only if it is durably 

objectified not only in things, that is, in the logic, transcending 

individual agents, of a particular field, but also in bodies, in durable 

dispositions to recognise and comply with demands immanent in the 

field (Bourdieu 1990, p.58).

The word “viable” is adopted from the French languge, and in French (Bourdieu’s 

native tongue) means “capable of life”, so in its original language the use of the 

word gives this quotation a subtly, but significantly, different meaning, indicating 

that Bourdieu may ahve conceived of institutions as metaphorically taking on a life 

of their own. The logic of the institution transcends the habitus of individual agents 

and simultaneously transcribes itself on different individuals, making the concept of 

institutional habitus theoretically coherent and a useful addition to Bourdieu’s 

toolkit.

3.6 Summary and Conclusion

This chapter has sought to explore some of the difficulties associated with some 

interpretations of Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, to challenge these interpretations 

and to offer an interpretation of habitus that overcomes the criticisms that have
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previously been levelled at it. In so doing I have offered a model of habitus that is 

generative and accounts for human agency, without having to modify Bourdieu’s 

original conceptualization.

Furthermore, I have drawn on and expanded Bourdieu's conceptualization of the 

cleft habitus in order to create a conceptual toolkit for developing a deeper 

understanding of the processes involved in living life in partially incompatible 

fields. In order to do this I have developed a model that works on the basis of 

considering the impact, on the habitus, that is created by the structures within two 

separate fields. I offer four potential outcomes that depend on the degree of 

internalization or rejection of each of the two sets of structures generated through 

experiences of the two differerent fields. These outcomes I define as either 

conjunctive or disjunctive habitus. The conjunctive habitus entails an internalization 

of structures from both fields, whereas disjunctive habitus is defined as a habitus that 

has internalized the structures relating to one field only, and in doing so rejects the 

other. For both conjunctive and disjunctive habitus there are two possibilities for the 

way in which the habitus deals with the internalization of the conflicting structures. I 

have coneptualised these as abandoned habitus, re-confirmed habitus, reconciled 

habitus, and destabilized habitus. These are tools for understanding the 

internalization of contradictory structures and the consequences for the mobilization 

of schemes of perception. I am working with Bourdieu's overall theory of practice 

in order to push forward his ideas about fluidity of habitus, habitus change and cleft 

habitus.

In a recently translated work Lahire conceives of the outcome of plural 

internalizations in the following way, which partly resonates with my own 

theoretical understandings:

In the face of each ‘new’ situation that presents itself, the actor will 

act by ‘mobilizing' (without necessarily being conscious of this 

mobilzation) embodied schemes that the situation calls forth (Lahire

2011, p.66).

Lahire is critcal of Bourdieu’s notion of durable, transposable schemes, and offers as 

a solution a model whereby people have a bank of internalized schemes which are 

interchangeable according to context. While I find his ideas about plural dispositions 

an important development in terms of building upon Bourdieu in order to strengthen
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his theories, I am not convinced by the simplicity of his model, which does not take 

into account the differential weight of the internalized schemes. The model 1 am 

offering is an expansion of Bourdieu's cleft habitus that incorporates elements of 

Lahire’s thinking in terms of internal plurality. However my model considers 

multiple ways in which plurality is internalized, and provides a four-stranded 

typology for understanding habitus and dispositions in relation to experiences 

marked by cultural contradictions.

This chapter has also argued in favour of the concept of institutional habitus, a 

concept that is an extension to Bourdieu's toolbox. It is a concept that has recently 

been criticised as being theoretically redundant and in danger of being used to stifle 

Bourdieuian analysis. 1 have presented an argument in defence of this concept, 

drawing on Bourdieu's understanding of collective habitus. In the findings chapters 

that follow (5, 6, and 7) both the habitus typology above and the concept of 

institutional habitus will be employed in the service of my analysis.
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4 RESEARCH METHODS

4.1 Introduction

This chapter will explain the research approach that was taken. The rationale for this 

research is informed by what has been written by academics on the complexities of 

being educationally successful and working-class, with a view to understanding how 

these complexities affect the lives of working-class teenage boys. We know about 

the difficulties working-class boys encounter in education, and about the problems 

working-class academics encountered whilst negotiating success; but we do not 

know how working-class boys are currently negotiating educational success, or 

understand the problems they may be encountering within the education system 

whilst attempting to do so. This research therefore aims to gain insight into the 

experiences of working-class boys as they negotiate academic success in school. The 

following list of research objectives and questions was drawn up in response to the 

existing body of literature on working-class boys and schooling (see Chapter 2):

4.1.1 Objectives

(a) To gain insight into the experiences and dispositions of working-class boys, 
and the significance of locality and schooling with regards to these.

(b) To gain insight into successful working-class boys’ experiences and 

perceptions of education.

(c) To understand how working-class boys are perceived within differtent types 

of schools, and how these perceptions impact upon the boys.

(d) To contribute to methodological approaches to conducting qualitative 

research with working-class boys (and indeed other participants).

(e) To develop further the theory of institutional habitus, and how it relates to the 

different forms of habitus adopted by academically successful working-class 

boys; and to extend Bourdieu’s theory of habitus to account for conflicting 

multiple fields.

4.1.2 Research questions

1. What is the role of locality in the construction of working-class boys’ 

identities?
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2. How do academically successful working-class boys negotiate educational 

success and reconcile this with their working-class identity?

3. How do schools interact with working-class boys and affect this negotiation 

and reconciliation?

4. How do schools come to internalize certain dispositions towards their pupils 

through their structures and ways of organisation?

With these questions in mind, along with a theoretical framework that seeks to 

connect the influences of schooling with students’ habitus (see Chapter 3), I 

formulated the design of my research. This chapter will consider how I have 

attempted to devise a methodology that incorporates my theoretical framework and 

enables me to answer my research questions. 1 will provide an overview of the 

research, emphasizing the importance of an ethnographic approach, before 

discussing the individual methods employed. The chapter will end with a discussion 

of research-related personal issues and ethical considerations.

4.2 Methodological Overview

As I wished to understand the complexities involved in the processes of 

negotiating success and identity, a qualitative approach to the research seemed most 

appropriate. I hoped that this would enable in-depth responses from the participants 

by giving them space and time to explore issues of identity. A qualitative approach 

can also afford the researcher space and time to get to know and understand the 

participants. An ethnographic approach was chosen as it would enable me to 

observe, and therefore to attempt to understand, the everyday experiences of 

working-class boys within the education system. An ethnographic approach allowed 

me “to remain open to the elements that [could not] be codified at the time of the 

study” (Baszanger & Dodier 1997, p.8). Given that the focus was on identifying the 

complex and often subtle dispositions of the working-class boys within particular 

conexts, it was important that ethnographic methods were used to enable me to 

consider the complexities of their identities in line with my theoretical framework 

and its empahasis on home and school as potentially competing structuring forces on 

habitus, as outlined in the previous chapters. Atkinson and Hammersley (1994) 

maintain that ethnography entails the “analysis of data that involves the explicit 

interpretations of the meanings and functions of human actions” (p.248), and this
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approach clearly connects with my focus on exploring boys’ experiences and 

practices in school.

Because Northern Ireland has an education system divided into secondary and 

grammar schools (this will be elaborated in Chapter 5), 1 thought it necessary to 

attempt to explore educational success in both of these very different institutional 

contexts. My aim was to maximise the range of responses to success for working- 

class boys and compare these across institutions. Furthermore, my interests also lie 

in understanding the importance of institutional habitus, and so it made sense to look 

at contrasting contexts. However, as I was also interested in the influence of locality 

on the formation of identity it was important that these schools had a pupil intake 

from the same neighbourhood. This would enable me to consider different ways of 

being a working-class boy within a single locality. Given that I was aiming for in- 

depth responses with a degree of comparison across two contexts, it followed that I 

should choose to look at two case-study schools: one grammar, one secondary. 

Limiting the schools involved to two allowed me to gain the depth I required to 

answer my research questions, while comparing grammar and secondary allowed me 

to further consider the role of institutional habitus.

I gained permission from the principals of two Catholic boys’ schools, one 

secondary and one grammar - situated in close proximity to one another in a 

working-class neighbourhood - to carry out the study in their respective schools. The 

research involved spending four and a half months in each school, initially just 

observing and trying to ‘get a feel’ for the place, and then carrying out more 

structured research activities. These involved conducting focus groups and 

interviews as well as using some visual methods, which included video and 

plasticine model-making. The individual methods will be discussed in more detail 

later. My approach was methodologically eclectic in order to obtain a rich variety of 

data. The methods were complementary and each provided an individual way of 

addressing the objectives laid out above. I spent just over four months in each school 

gathering data, and went into the school three days a week during this period.

While I went in with specific research questions in mind, and was attuned to 

looking out for particular things in the classroom, I did not want to close myself off 

to observing things that I had preconceived as not relevant. When planning the 

research I had considered classroom observation an important means to gaining 

insight into the interactions between teachers and pupils and the sorts of
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relationships they built up. What I hadn't planned for. and something that became 

increasingly significant as I conducted the research, was staffroom interaction and 

the comments teachers made to one another (and to me) about the children. Using an 

ethnographic approach allowed me to tap into this, whereas if I had been going into 

each school merely to carry out a number of interviews, for example, I would have 

missed the opportunity to gain important insights into the life of the school.

While specific aims and objectives, as outlined above, were in place prior to 

going into the field, it was envisaged that the actual experience of collecting data - 

and the data itself as it was produced - would shape the development of the research. 

Using multiple methods and being open to the remodeling of methods as the study 

progressed afforded the opportunity to explore the complexities of the issues 

addressed by the research questions. I was able to assess and reassess the usefulness 

and the appropriateness of methods in response to the dynamics of the institution and 

the personal qualities of the individuals I was working with. At one point in the 

research this flexibility was tested to its limits, when a senior manager within the 

school refused to allow me to continue with a previously agreed course of action 

(this will be discussed later in this chapter).

This research involved Year 11 boys (aged 14-15). However, the research 
strategy was multi-layered, focusing in turn on the wider institution of the school, 

one year group within the school, individual classes within that year group, focus 

groups from those classes, and individual working-class pupils from these focus 

groups. As the school’s habitus is important to this study, it was anticipated that the 

research will encompass a diversity of class backgrounds. Participants for the focus 

group were selected on the basis of volunteering without any initial sifting of class. 

However, in the secondary school all the boys were later identified as working-class 

based on information about parents' occupations and parents’ level of education. In 

the grammar school only three boys were not categorized as working-class. These 

boys were from families that had been upwardly mobile. The boys occupied a 

position on the cusp of class boundaries. One of thes boys will be discussed in detail 

in Chapter 7.

Once I had become a familiar face within the school and had managed to have a 

few informal conversations with some of the boys (about 4 weeks into the 

fieldwork), I asked for volunteers to take part in the rest of the research. 1 explained 

that they would be participating in focus groups and making videos, and that I would
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interview them. In the secondary school I conducted focus groups with one group of 

academically successful boys and one group of boys from the lowest stream, 

whereas in the grammar school 1 conducted focus groups with three sets of boys, 

making 15 boys in total. In the grammar school all of the boys were doing 

reasonably well and were expected to achieve the five or more A*-C grades that are 

typically used as a measure of success at GCSE level. In both schools I attempted to 

understand the experiences of a range of pupils who were perceived to have varying 

abilities, so as to gain as wide a possible an understanding of what it was like to be a 

pupil in the school. While the focus of this study is on successful working-class 

teenage boys, I thought it was important to put their success into context and to try to 

understand what it was like to be a poorly performing working-class boy. I was 

afforded this opportunity in the secondary school but not in the grammar school. In 

the grammar school the boys were generally all doing well academically, and whilst 

there was a degee of differentiation in achievement amongst the boys this was not 

polarized as it was in the secondary school. However, within the grammar school I 

expected to encounter middle-class boys in my sample of volunteers, as I was not 

asking boys to identify their social class as part of the selection of participants. 

Interestingly, nearly all of the volunteers were working-class, perhaps supporting the 
perception of a teacher who had been there for over thirty years that the school “is a 

working-class grammar” (more detail on this issue will be provided in Chapter 5). 

Within each school a variety of methods were employed as a means to achieving the 

research objectives. The following sections consider the particular research methods 

that were used in this study as well as any relating issues.

4.3 Individual Methods Used 

4.3.1 Participant observation

Atkinson and Hammersley (1994) describe participant observation as “a mode of 

being-in-the-world characteristic of researchers” rather than a research technique per 

se (Atkinson and Hammersley 1994, p.249). The present study relies on this “mode” 

and has benefited from the researcher’s immersion in the life of the two schools. The 

approach was one of intermediate participaton (Bouchard 1976), where I was open 

about my role as a researcher and often sat at the back of the class unobstrusively 

taking notes, but sometimes involved myself in the classroom activities. While
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participant observation is a very useful way of obtaining rich data, it has its 

limitations. One of its main problems is that it prioritises the perspective of the 

observer and is therefore open to subjective distortion (see e.g. Schwartz & Schwartz 

1955; Atkinson & Coffey 2003). While I recognized this as a potential problem 1 did 

not let it deter me from making observations. I attempted to do so with the awareness 

of the potential bias in my own lens - what Bourdieu (2004) refers to as “researcher 

reflexivity”. Moreover, as the research was to encompass a range of methods for 

gathering data, the problem of researcher bias was minimised (Atkinson & Coffey 

2003).

Initially, within each school, I spent time observing different groups of Year 11 

boys within the classroom. The logistics of this and the response from teachers was 

different within each school. In the secondary school (which I visited first) I was 

given timetables for individual boys who were in the top set. and was shown around 

the school and introduced to staff by the media studies teacher, whom 1 was 

allocated to because I was planning to make videos with the pupils. She was very 

friendly and introduced me to many members of staff who were all very welcoming. 

When 1 got to the staffroom I recognised the art teacher as someone with whom I 

had studied on my PGCE and had been very friendly with, but with whom I had lost 

touch. She introduced me to other members of staff, another one of whom I had met 

before whilst studying for a Masters degree. The school has only around 40 members 

of teaching staff, so it wasn’t difficult to be informally introduced to most of them 

within the first couple of days. I was able to then arrange with individuals at break 

and lunchtime to come along to their classes. At no point did any teacher refuse to let 

me come along or try to encourage me not to. Everyone was very welcoming, even 

when I turned up at a classroom at the beginning of a lesson and asked if I could 

observe.

In the grammar school things were very different. My initial introduction to the 

teachers was at a whole staff meeting, which took place in a rather formal lecture 

theatre. The principal addressed the entire staff and recited several prayers, which 

seemed strange to me until I remembered my own Catholic grammar school 

education. I was then introduced to the staff and given a few minutes to explain the 

research and what I would be doing in the school. Several teachers smiled back at 

me from the sea of faces but many looked bored and unimpressed (a look they 

retained from the prior address and prayer recital by the principal). I rattled on
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regardless and then left, catching the friendly eye of an old school friend on the way 

out the door. When I arrived in the school to carry out the research I was given the 

timetable for all of Year 11. There were eight classes in this year group and they 

spent most of the day in their class groups. This school has over 60 teachers who 

frequent several different staffrooms that are scattered across various buildings 

throughout the school, so it was difficult to pin teachers down in advance of their 

lessons. I had to therefore resort to turning up at their classroom at the beginning of 

the lesson and asking if it was convenient for me to come in and observe. Many of 

the teachers were welcoming and comfortable with my presence, but on several 

occasions the teacher said that he/she would prefer not to have me in their class.

Once I negotiated the logistics of accessing the classrooms, 1 found that 

observation was a useful way of gaining insight into the interactions between the 

pupils and the teachers. It allowed me to understand the dynamics of this 

relationship, to consider what was deemed appropriate behaviour in school, what 

was valued, and what was not appreciated. In short, I got to thoroughly understand 

the school context. Cohen and colleagues (2000) argue that in order “to understand a 

situation researchers need to understand the context because situations affect 

behaviour and perspectives and vice versa” (p.137). My interest was not only in the 
content of the conversation, but in the nature of the interactions including tone, 

manner, facial expression and gesture. Emmison (2000) asserts that “the use of the 

body in interaction is...a potent source of visual data” (p.218), and paying attention 

to these forms of non-verbal or visual communication will give a greater depth of 

understanding of the participants, their ideas and their relationships. These elements 

of expressive interaction are best captured when people are interacting naturally and 

classr,oom observation allowed me to glimpse some of the daily interactions 

between pupils and staff. Additionally, observing in the classroom gave me the 

opportunity to get to know the boys and to interact with them. The insights gained in 

the classrooms also helped to inform the questions that I subsequently used in 

interviews. School observation allowed me to witness the engagement between 

groups of pupils, individual pupils and those with institutional authority, and 

complemented the other research methods.

Initially I had planned to interview teachers so that I could understand their 

perspectives and thoughts on the pupils they taught. I soon realised that since I was 

an adult and perceived as a professional, the teachers were very unguarded about
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what they said to me in the staffroom in casual conversation. I was able, therefore, 

through informal conversation to gain an understanding of how teachers perceived 

not only individual pupils but also their parents, and in fact other teachers and the 

management structure in the school. This became very important for understanding 

each institution.

4.3.2 Focus groups

I aimed to conduct the focus groups with medium-level moderation (Cronin 

2008) where I was involved in the group and asked questions but was also open to 

the conversation being steered by the young participants. In practice I realized that I 

needed to take more of a firm role in the proceedings than I had planned to, as there 

were occasions when the young people were silent. Many researchers conclude that 

running a focus group requires practice and skill (e.g. Cronin 2008; Gibson 2007; 

Krueger 1998) and it became clear to me that despite my experience of working with 

young people, focus group facilitation did not come naturally. I therefore used a 

simple ice-breaking technique to start the group off and to put participants at ease 

(Gibson 2007; Kitzenger 1994) and had a list of questions to draw upon to keep the 

conversation flowing.

The initial focus group was used primarily as an ice-breaking exercise, a way of 

getting to know pupils and asking them to talk a little bit about themselves, where 

they live, the school, etc., as well as an opportunity for them to ask me questions 

about the research and about myself. I was happy to answer questions about myself 

and told them about where I lived and my family. Often young people’s encounters 

with adult professionals are very one-sided, with the adults expecting to get to know 

young people while at the same time withholding information about themselves. As 

a teacher and now as a researcher I am very uncomfortable with this arrangement, 

and in this study I endeavored to break down a little bit of the power differential by 

reciprocating in the ‘getting to know you’ exercise by talking about my own interests 

when the boys were talking about theirs. Basset and colleagues (2008) refer to this as 

“self-disclosure” and advocate as a positive research practice when working with 

young people. While 1 am not claiming to have completely overcome the issue of the 

power differential between the researched and the researcher, I attempted to convey 

a sense of respect for the young people by being open with them, and this helped me 

to build good relationships with them. Although I recorded the conversations that we

72



had during the focus groups, the most valuable contribution they made to the project 

was that they allowed relationships to be built up in a comfortable space, where the 

boys were surrounded by their friends. This meant that when it came to the time for a 

one-to-one interview the boys felt more at ease with me.

4.3.3 Semi-structured interviews

Basset and colleagues maintain that “encouraging a teenager to have a 

conversation in a semi-structured research interview is fraught with difficulties” 

(Basset et al. 2008, p.119). Some of the problems associated with young people’s 

difficulties in speaking confidently in research interviews have been related to issues 

of unequal power relations, not only located in the researcher-researchee relationship 

but also in the adult-child relationship (Morrow 1999; Eder & Fingerson 2002). 

Burgess (1995) highlights the need for new ways of eliciting young people's views 

in order to overcome the methodological challenges of the interview. Some 

researchers have developed creative approaches to working with children and young 

people, with the specific goal of accessing their “voice” or finding meaningful forms 
of engagement (Leitch 2008; Burke 2008; Bragg & Buckingham 2008; Cappello 

2005). These studies use visual methods as tools that work with the interview 

process and show that using such methods can benefit the quality of the interaction 

between the researcher and the young people in interviews. I developed my own 

visual methods approach when conducting this research and these methods went 

hand-in-hand with the interviews of my teenage boys. The rest of this section will 

discuss briefly the process of interviewing both the boys and the teachers, reserving 

a fuller discussion of the visual methods for later sections.

The purpose of the semi-structured interviews with pupils was to provide an 

opportunity for the pupils to discuss (individually and without the potentially 

constraining influence of their peers) their thoughts, ideas, opinions and feelings on 

the issue of their own identity. The interview took place after the students had 

completed either the video or the plasticine model. The first part of the interview was 

open-ended, where the young person had the opportunity to talk about the video or 

models that he produced, and was conversational in style. 1 encouraged the students 

to talk about their experiences generally within school and also outside of school, 

and this usually flowed quite naturally from discussions about the videos and 

models. The videos tended to be shot at home and so mainly generated conversation
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about life outside of school, whereas the models were about both and allowed the 

conversation to be about school and home life.

As previously mentioned, I had many informal conversations with teachers, 

which were very insightful. However, I also conducted recorded informal interviews 

with teachers in both schools. In the secondary school 1 interviewed three staff 

members: the head of Year 11, a member of the senior management team who had a 

lot to say about the pupils and the community, and the school principal. In the 

grammar school, I interviewed a teacher who had worked there for over 30 years and 

a year 11 form teacher. I attempted to make arrangements with other Year 11 form 

teachers but they weren’t available. It became difficult to pursue these as it was the 

end of term. My research time in the grammar school overran as a result of lost time 

due to the problems surrounding the use of video. I hoped to go back the following 

term but received a frosty email from my main contact there saying that he would get 

in touch when it was convenient. He never did. I felt that I had out-stayed my 

welcome in the school and so did not press the matter.

4.3.4 Visual methods

As previously mentioned, an important aspect of the multi-method approach 

employed in this research was the use of visual research methods. There are a variety 

of issues relating to using visual methods and this section will, therefore, concentrate 

on exploring some of these as a prelude to discussing the specific methods used in 

this research. Visual research has a marginalized status within the qualitative 

paradigm (Prosser 1998) despite the fact that a visual experience inheres in most 

forms of research. Part of the perceived problem with visual research is that 

standardized means of collecting and analyzing data have not been developed, 

therefore making researchers cautious about using visual methods (Prosser 1998). As 

Banks (2001) asserts, “while social researchers encounter images constantly, not 

merely in their own daily lives but as part of the texture of life of those they work 

with, they sometimes seem at a loss when it comes to incorporating images into their 

professional practice” (p.2). However some researchers contend that as the 

methodology should develop from the aims of the specific research, it is 

unproductive to create a methodology “recipe book for successful visual research” 

(Pink 2001, p.3).
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In this study the visual methodologies are integral to the research design and 

relate to the research aims and objectives. I used participant-generated video footage, 

a video-elicitation technique and plasticine model-making to find out more about my 

participants’ sense of identity. Specific details on these methods can be found below. 

These approaches to data collection and analysis relate to the research’s overall 

Bourdieuian theoretical paradigm, in that through asking the participants to create 

their own representations of their identity (in different media) I not only allowed 

them to determine what it was important to express, but also had the opportunity to 

access what was legitimated by their culture rather than viewing them from the 

arbitrarily constructed cultural standpoint legitimated by the dominant classes 

(Bourdieu 1984). The research therefore was designed to emphasize the validity and 

importance of multiple perspectives and to recognize the legitimacy of the boys’ 

cultures. The boys were placed “at the centre as ‘expert’ on their own worlds’’ 

(Teitch 2008. p.51), and in some small way I hope that 1 shifted the balance of power 

in their direction so that they felt that what they communicated was important and 

valued.

Within visual research the methodological approach to interpreting the data is 

informed by the epistemological starting point of the researcher (Prosser & Schwartz 

1998). My approach in this research allows the participants to define the meanings of 

their own productions. It is therefore compatible with the Bourdieuian theoretical 

framework underpinning the research, with its emphasis on the “cultural arbitrary” 

(Bourdieu 1984; 1990). As images and the meanings of images, like language, are 

socially constructed (Berger 1972; Rose 2001; Harper 1998), they are consequently 

polysemic, i.e. they have multiple meanings (Ball 1998). The polysemic nature of 

visual images perhaps provides some grounds for criticizing their use in research, on 

the basis that images do not provide a single truthful account of reality (e.g. Banks 

1998; Rose 2001; Prosser & Warburton 1999). Despite this perceived limitation, 

visual images are useful in offering us particular views of the world, and the 

problems with them can be overcome by asking participants to provide their own 

interpretations. The interpretation of images is considered a highly subjective 

activity relying on the researcher’s or the audience’s subjective response to the 

image-maker’s subjective representation. Rose (2001) has therefore argued for the 

need for this process to be reflexive: the interpreter reflects on their own subjectivity 

as well as the subjectivity of the producer and the audience too. However, the use of
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the visual in qualitative research is arguably no less objective than “traditional” 

verbal and textual research, which often relies to an extent on the researcher’s 

subjective interpretation of what is expressed linguistically. Moreover, in this 

research I am actually interested in the polysemic nature of the images and the 

interpretations of the image producer. 1 am interested in the meanings and values that 

are placed on different signified visual elements such as dress and body language, 

and other visual symbols of cultural identity.

In most visual research, images are not normally used as complete replacements 

for language/text, but are complemented by verbal approaches (e.g. Schratz & 

Steiner-Ldffler 1998; Worth & Adair 1972; Clark 2004). This does not mean that 

images in themselves are not important; it is argued that “images allow us to make 

statements which cannot be made by words” (Harper 1998. p.38). The image can 

have its own place in research, not as a usurper of words, or as something that is 

more than words, but as something that is other than words. Therefore the visual 

does not replace the textual, but offers something to the research that words cannot. 

Visual research can uniquely help us to see what is taken-for-granted visually (which 

chimes with the theoretical approach of habitus), by recording visual information 

more accurately than verbally encoded observations (Prosser & Warburton 1999). 

This is particularly useful in studying kinesics (non-verbal communication through 

body language and facial expression; see e.g. Prosser & Warburton 1999) or clothing 

as expressions of cultural identity (Emmison 2000), both of which are important to 

this study. Using video to capture the participants’ non-verbal communication - 

what is communicated through their bodies - enables analysis of bodily hexis 

(discussed in Chapter 3).

The next few paragraphs describe the particular visual techniques of participant

generated video footage, video-elicitation and plasticine model-making that were 

used in this study.

Participant-generated video footage

Video has been widely used for social research in the discipline of anthropology, 

but its use has been mainly as a means of documentation and the approach that has 

developed has been documentary in style (Henley 1998). Most research using 

moving images is generated by the researcher, and it is unusual to find visual images 

that have been created by the research participants themselves. A notable exception
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is Through Navajo Eyes (1972), an ethnographic study in which the researchers 

sought to gain understanding of the participants' culture by asking them to depict 

“their culture and themselves as they saw fit” (Worth & Adair 1972. p.l 1) through 

the medium of film. This was one of the first studies to use participants as data 

collectors and has been seen as a ground-breaking study in terms of methods (Banks 

2001).

In my study I asked the participants to generate video images themselves, 

anticipating that this would allow me to see what was important to the boys rather 

than focus on what I thought was important to them. Moreover this approach sought 

to address a problem associated with visual and perhaps all ethnographic research: 

the difficulty of viewing the world from another’s perspective. As Harper asserts, 

“when we enter the field we initially see and photograph through our own cultural 

lenses. We must learn to see through the lenses of the cultural Other” (Harper 1998, 

p.34). Allowing the student participants to create their own visual representations of 

their identities allowed me to see through their lenses and to get a deeper 

understanding of their actual daily existences. I gave the participants individual Flip 

video cameras (see Figure 3 below). These are marketed as a ‘point and shoot’ 

camcorder and are fun and simple devices that take up to one hour’s worth of 
footage. They are about the size of a chunky mobile phone, are lightweight and have 

a USB stick that flicks out from the side, so that they can be connected directly to a 

computer for easy uploading of footage.
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Figure 3: A Flip Video Camera

Each Flip cost about £100 and it was my plan to give one to each pupil to use for 

a week. 1 had six Flips so I intended the pupils to take turns using them (in two 

cohorts in the secondary school and three cohorts in the grammar school). Consent 

was gained from all pupils and their parents/guardians before the cameras were 

released (see the Ethics section below). In the secondary school the boys were quite 

impressed with the gadgets I gave them and were happy to take them home. I simply 

asked them to make a video that told me something about who they were. I did not 

offer them any advice on subject matter or framing or any other technical matter, as I 

did not want to influence what they videoed. All the boys in the secondary school, 

except one, made videos ranging from several minutes to one hour. The one boy who 

did not make a video opted out saying that he didn't know what to video. This boy 

had learning difficulties and I did not press him for any further explanation.
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In the grammar school I gained consent from parents and pupils and was about to 

give out the Flips when the Vice-Principal, who was in charge of child protection 

told me that I could not “under any circumstances” give video cameras to the pupils. 

He passed this message to me via a senior teacher saying that it was a child 

protection issue, his main concern being the risk of cyber-bullying. I phoned him and 

tried to explain the project to him and present the case that cyber-bullying was an 

unlikely outcome of the boys’ use of video cameras, arguing that they already had 

easy access to many forms of technology that could be used for bullying, ranging 

from pen and paper to the video cameras that are incorporated into most modern 

mobile phones. Despite this objection he refused to change his mind. The principal 

had previously approved the study in full knowledge of my intention to use video; 

the parents had given their consent; the pupils had given consent and were excited by 

the project. This refusal to let the research move along as planned effectively 

silenced the young people, and indeed the parents, and excluded them from decision

making about their own lives, issues that have been addressed by Alderson (2004). 

Heath and colleagues (2007) note the “paternalism and over-protectiveness on the 

part of some gatekeepers” (p.410), which can arguably serve to deny the rights of 

children at least as much as protect them. Needless to say this presented me with a 

difficult problem, having already completed seven months of fieldwork. I looked 

again at my research questions and tried to think of what I could ask the pupils to 

create instead of a video as a means to telling me something about themselves. This 

led me to devise a visual method that did not involve photographic representation. I 

wanted the boys to produce a visual artefact to represent their identity and came up 

with the idea of using plasticine to do this, a method that is discussed later in this 

section.

Video-elicitation

The main reason for using video was to allow the pupils to think about 

themselves and engage in an activity that meant expressing something about their 

identity. The videos were then used as the basis for discussion. Video-elicitation, like 

film-elicitation or photo-elicitation (sometimes called photo-voice) may be seen as 

“a simple variation on the theme of open-ended interviewing” (Harper 1998, p.35). 

This technique uses visual imagery (in this case in the form of a video) as a focus for 

discussion. The participants were able to select what they video-recorded and indeed
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what they did not, and then I was able to use the former as a way into a conversation 

about their lives. Because the boys were creating the videos without my assistance or 

interference they were consequently able to set the agenda for the discussion, and in 

some cases offered aspects of their lives for discussion that I would not have asked 

them about directly. For example, Ollie (discussed in Chapter 6) used his video as a 

sort of confessional to tell me about being bullied in the past. This is not something 

that I would have necessarily asked him about in an interview and so it might never 

have come up otherwise, but the fact was important to understanding Ollie’s story. 

Another boy. Brendy, used his video to show me his friends in action. These friends, 

and the judgements that are made of them, feature heavily in his story yet he never 

manages to describe them in great detail. His video filled this gap and helped me to 

literally see what he was talking about.

Using video-elicitation overcame some of the problems associated with visual 

images. Visual images do not have fixed or true meanings (Rose 2001) and when we 

look at visual artefacts we are always viewing them in relation to ourselves (Berger 

1972). For this reason, it was important for me not to impose my own meanings or to 

assume that the visual images would speak for themselves. Instead of viewing the 

polysemic nature of images as a methodological flaw I see it as “a highly productive 
research tool for the social researcher, yielding insights and understandings that 

might otherwise be missed or not be discernible by other methods” (Banks 2001, 

p.99). It meant that I could challenge my own ways of looking at the particpants’ 

worlds by letting them tell me and show me what they wanted.

Plasticine model-making

Because 1 was forbidden to use the video cameras with the pupils in the grammar 

school, I needed to find another way of allowing the pupils some time to reflect on 

their identity and to create some sort of visual representation. The vice-principal of 

the grammar school was not very keen on the boys producing photographic images 

for the same reason he was opposed to video. 1 had been thinking of using the 

medium of plasticine to create models of identity. My plasticine technique is inspired 

by David Gauntletfs (2007) research method of asking participants to create 

metaphorical models of their identity using Lego. I had taken part in some visual 

methods workshops and in one had suggested to Gauntlett (who was serving as 

facilitator) that we try out plasticine. My own experience of using it was very
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positive and in particular I thought that it was conducive to group conversation. 

Therefore I set up focus groups with my grammar school boys and gave them lots of 

different-coloured plasticine as we sat in a circle. I let them play with it for a while 

and asked them to create imaginary creatures, just so that they could get used to the 

materials. 1 then asked them to produce two models of their identity: one to represent 

who they were inside school and one to represent who they were beyond the gate. I 

told them that the models could be metaphorical if they wished. I gave no other 

instructions but just sat and chatted with them while they produced their models. At 

times some of the boys talked about what they were doing with each other and with 

me, and at times the boys just created and talked about other things. What was very 

interesting was that they could create something that only they knew the meaning of, 

and they had control over how much or how little of that meaning they subsequently 

told to others, i.e. their classmates and me. Using plasticine in focus groups was very 

enjoyable for both the participants and the researcher. The actual pressing and 

kneading of the plasticine is very relaxing and tends to promote an informal and 

pleasant atmosphere.

One of the most beneficial aspects of using this technique was the amount of 

reflection that it allowed. I had found that giving the pupils the space to reflect rather 

than putting them on the spot in an interview was a very fruitful way of getting a 

deep level of conversation. Gauntlett (2007, p. 185) has argued in relation to his own 

research - where participants created identity models with Lego - that “research 

participants need reflective time to construct knowledge”. Allowing participants 

more time to think about the questions and their response leads to a more considered 

engagement with the research. As will be evident in Chapters 6 and 7, the reflective 

time built into the model-making activity afforded participants opportunities to 

present thoughtful and complex responses to questions.

Just as with the video, I did not rely on interpreting the models but used them as 

a springboard for discussion in a one-to-one interview that was subsequently carried 

out with each young person. Since the model was the focus for the discussion, the 

student was not under pressure to meet the gaze of the researcher, and so the tension 

that can characterize an interview between an adult and a young person was diffused. 

It also allowed them to talk about themselves but in an abstract way. They could talk 

about how the model felt and what the model did rather than about what they 

themselves felt or did. On reflection, this was an unintended but very important
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strength to using this method. Having found the method to work so well I went back 

to the secondary school and repeated it with my participants there. I also wanted to 

be able to compare the two schools and this allowed for an element of symmetry in 

the research design.

4.4 Personal Issues with the Research

As is arguably the case with most qualitative research, my study relied on the 

social interactions between the researcher and the participants. This relationship is 

fundamental to the gathering of data and it is therefore important to recognise some 

of the personal qualities of the researcher that may impact on the relationships with 

the participants, and ultimately the sort of data that emerges from the interactions. In 

the case of this thesis, I (the researcher) am a white thirtysomething female. In 

appearance, manner and accent I present as middle-class, but I have a working-class 

background. I am a former teacher, having taught in two single-sex boys’ schools in 

Belfast that are similar to the two schools in this study. At the time of the data 

collection I lived in deprived working-class republican area of Belfast similar to the 

locality at the heart of this research. My participants were white working-class 14- 

15-year-old boys. With regards to my relationships with the boys I wish to discuss 

social class, gender and the power dynamics that are not only woven into both of 

these but also created by my position as an adult authorized by the school to do the 

research.

4.4.1 Social Class of the Researcher

Although I grew up in a working-class family (my mother was a factory worker 

in the textiles industry, having left school at 15, while my father worked as a 

telephone engineer, leaving school with 2 O levels) I have been socially mobile, 

following one of the traditional routes of working-class social mobility into a career 

in teaching via the grammar school. In some ways, it could be argued that my 

education and position in social space distances me from the boys I am studying, but 

I would argue that this was not straightforwardly the case. While the social class of 

the boys in the study is defined by their parents’ status and positions, the boys 

themselves are arguably (and perhaps optimistically) at the early stages of potential 

social mobility that may lead to class transition. Most of them have, at least, bought 

into the idea that education will give them a better career and a better life than their
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parents. This research took place before the installation of the coalition government 

and the drastic increase in university fees, and the boys did not show any hesitance 

about going to university. As the boys were all doing well academically and aspiring 

to go to university, I for the most part felt able to connect with and understand not 

only their dispositions to do well at school, but what it is like to do well at school 

when your parents did not have the same educational opportunities. I also felt that 1 

could relate to the participants because I knew what it was like to grow up in a 

deprived and marginalized area. Diane Reay reflects that:

In order to recognize the complexities and nuances inherent in 

marginal and demonized places and spaces we need to spend time in 

them. But those with the power to construct dominant representations 

of inner-city schooling are exactly those least likey to spend any time 

in them (Reay 2000, p. 1020).

This quotation resonates with me because I have spent time as a teacher and a 

researcher in schools in deprived areas, and have lived in a deprived urban area. 

Having taught for several years in what would have been described as a ‘sink' school 

1 have developed a understanding of the complexities and nuances that Reay 

highlights as important.

4.4.2 Being an Adult and a Former Teacher

The experience of having worked as a teacher for several years in similar schools 

allowed me to feel at ease with communicating with teenage boys and getting 

conversations going. However, I was aware that my previous career as a teacher, and 

in particular, the teacher mannerisms I had acquired, could create a barrier between 

the participants and me. Therefore when I was with them 1 tried to strike some sort 

of balance between being professional (and therefore indicating that the research was 

important and to be taken seriously) and being relaxed and friendly so that the boys 

felt comfortable enough to be open with me. I was very aware of the fact that I am an 

adult and that I was Tike a teacher’ in many respects, not least of all because I went 

to the staffroom at lunch-time. I have also spent some time as a youth worker in a 

working-class Belfast community centre, so during the research I attempted to leave 

behind my teacher identity and adopt a ‘youth worker’ persona. I thought it was 

important, for example, that I did not discipline the boys. This meant that when they
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were with me they could do things that they would not ordinarily do, such as sit on 

desks, wander around the room, check their text messages, eat and drink and also 

swear. I did not tell them they were allowed to do these things, I just didn’t intervene 

when they did and so they came to understand the boundaries (or lack thereof)- With 

regards to swearing, at first when they swore it was accidental and followed by an 

apology. When this happened I said that I didn't mind if they swore. Interestingly, 

this did not lead to excessive swearing.

4.4.3 Gender

Not only was I aware of my class position and my status as an adult and a former 

teacher I was also aware of the fact that I am female. Most of the classic 

ethnographies of working-class boys have been carried out by men and often without 

any acknowledgement of their gender position. It may be assumed that male 

researchers are better equipped to access the male world, and certainly researchers 

such as Willis (1977) were privy to a lot of explicit sexual conversation amongst 

their participants. Willis, however, never discusses the possibility that his gendered 

position may have actually promoted this sort of talk; rather it is assumed that his 

‘lads’ were speaking ‘naturally’ when in his company. However, this assumption 

relies on the rather obviously erroneous assumption that men only have intimate 

relations with other men. What Willis, and others, did not observe is how young men 

behaved when in the company of women.

In my research I was not privy to open conversation about sex, although one or 

two boys did speak (in a non-derogatory way) about having a girlfriend and being 

sexually active. However, this lack of insight into the world of immature sex talk 

among groups of male friends is not a weakness for my thesis. What I got instead 

was sensitivity, emotional openness, and reflective, sometimes quite mature, 

responses. This is not to say that my participants did not engage in sex talk with male 

friends. I am not naive enough to assume that they didn't. What is clear though is 

that they had other ways of talking and communicating. Not being male shut off 

aspects of my participants’ lives, but arguably being a sensitive and compassionate 

female opened up aspects that some male researchers have not accessed. I hope that 

this will be evidenced in the conversations with my participants in Chapters 5, 6 and 

7. Many of the boys said that they enjoyed having the opportunity to talk; one said 

that schools should have “sessions like this” for all pupils; one (particularly

84



iaddish’) boy hugged me at the end of his interview; and one said, “Wow, I’ve 

never talked like this with anyone before; what did you say you were studying - 

sociology? I want to study that!”

4.5 Ethical Considerations

Participants were made aware that the images they produced would potentially be 

used in presentations within the university and at conferences. It was also made clear 

that stills from the footage might be published. I explained to the participants and 

their parents that they could require themselves to be anonymised in any such video 

or stills by obscuring faces. No-one opted for this. One participant’s guardian 

watched his video before he returned the camera and made him delete much of it. He 

didn't want to tell me what the footage was of. A problem with the videos was that 

participants videoed people other than themselves; and while in many cases it was 

obvious that these people were aware of the camera, I could not be sure that they 

understood the potential use of the footage - yet it became too complicated to ask the 

participants to gain consent from their friends, particularly as many of them were 

under 16 and parental consent would have to be gained as well. Because of this I am 

not presenting the video footage as part of this study. Where the videos are relevant 

to the discussion I will describe the scene.

What right do we have to film, photograph or video tape those we work with?

The question is not novel, nor is it confined solely to visual representations:

what right do we have to make - and subsequently publish or disseminate...

any representations of others? (Banks 2001, p.129)

There is a particular ethical consideration pertaining to visual research, and that 

is the question of anonymity and dissemination of visual information. It is not as 

simple as providing pseudonyms and obscuring details of location. In this research 

study I provided the relevant parties with as much information about the potential 

use of the images, and gained informed consent (consent forms attached in the 

Appendix) from parents/guardians. This consent gave me permission to use images 

of the boys in publications and conferences etc. However I am mindful that while I 

may have gained consent I do not wish to publicly show or publish photos that are of 

a sensitive nature or photos that could be detrimental to a person’s reputation (either 

at the time of the study or in the future). I have, therefore, also exercised my own 

ethical judgement on the use of the images produced, and in some cases have
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decided not to show the videos. A greater emphasis on the reseacher’s integrity in 

considering the changing nature of ethics as the research evolves has been 

highlighted as important by some researchers (Glen 2000; Miller 2002). It may not 

be enough that young people give their consent at the beginning of the research 

process, as researchers “can rarely - if ever - know the full extent of what 

participation may entail” (Heath et al. 2007).

The following outlines the process employed for gaining informed consent:

a) The researcher discussed the study with the participants and explained what it 

entailed.

b) Anyone who wished to be involved in the study received an information sheet 

and a consent form for themselves and their parents.

c) The consent form explained the methods of data collection

d) The consent asked that participants and their parents agree to the data being 

used in the thesis, publications and presentations. See the Appendix for 

information and consent forms.
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5 THE SOCIAL CONTEXT: NEIGHBOURHOOD AND 

SCHOOLS

5.1 Introduction

As explored in Chapter 2, the social context of young people’s lives is pertinent to 

their experiences and outcomes within the education system. This research focuses 

on young people’s experiences within school and beyond the school gate. In doing 

this I have been able to gain a wider understanding of each young person’s structural 

location that goes beyond what they think of school and whether they get into 

trouble in class or not. Through seeking a deeper understanding of the influences 

and the driving forces of identity I have considered what processes and experiences 

shape the way that they think and their relationships with those around them. In other 

words, l have tried to understand their habitus by considering the multiple influences 

under which it forms. In order to do this two key fields become important: the home 

locality and the school. These two sites feature prominently in young people’s lives 

and so can be seen as the most influential in the development of each individual 

habitus.
As argued in Chapter 2, locality can be a powerful force in the construction of 

identity for working-class young people. Furthermore, the entwining of identity with 

locality can create difficult tensions for young people when the places that in part 

define them are deprived and pathologised. Similarly, the sort of institution that a 

young person attends for school impacts on their sense of who they are, and also 

shapes the way that they think about their world and their place in it. Moreover the 

relationship between the acceptable ways of being in each of these spaces is 

ultimately key to understanding the formation of dispositions. In some cases the 

dominant dispositions in each field may be congruent with one another; in other 

instances this relationship may be riven with tensions.

In this chapter I will set the contexts in which these young people’s lives unfold, 

in order to provide insight into the sorts of structures that frame their experiences 

and which have been crucial to the formation of their habitus. I will begin by 

discussing the locality within which they live, differentiating the various sub

localities within. These sub-localities highlight diverse levels of deprivation within
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an overall deprived area, deprivation that then plays out in the lives of the children. 

After presenting the data on the locality I will move on to discuss each of the 

educational contexts. I will show the differences in the institutional habitus of each 

school by considering the ways in which the school’s ethos, history and dispositions 

of staff and students create a collective sense of identity that moulds the habitus of 

the individuals within. In presenting the information on both the home and school 

contexts I wish to frame the data that are presented on the young people in Chapters 

6 and 7.

5.2 The Home Context: Locality 

5.2.1 Overview of the Locality

The area of Belfast in which my study took place, which I call Slievemor, is a 

nationalist area known for its strong sense of community. Many people who live 

here can trace family connections to the area for several generations. According to 

folk wisdom those who grow up there don't want to leave. Certainly, it is common 

for young people who don’t attend university to remain in the locality and to settle 

there with their own families; and this makes sense not only because they can find 

local work through social connections, but also because moving outside the locality 

is not an appealing option, since they have tended not to go beyond the locality in 

much of their day-to-day living. Because people remain in the area from one 

generation to the next there is great demand for social housing, and the 2009 waiting 

list for social housing in this area had close to 2500 people on it, with over 1500 of 

those “considered to be in urgent need (housing stress)” (Northern Ireland Housing 

Executive 2010).

Intergenerational geographical immobility is not the only factor creating strong 

community bonds. Leonard (2004) maintains that the difficulties experienced by 

nationalist communities through 'the troubles’ has helped to cement community ties 

and networks. She argues:

These networks are partly a response to decades of economic and 

social disadvantage resulting from political discrimination and the 

suppression of cultural identity. Support networks and reciprocal 

transactions are a common feature of life (Leonard 2004, p.931).
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In working-class Catholic communities people are therefore politicized to recognize 

deprivation as a structural problem stemming from a history of sectarian social 

policies, rather than as a result of individual deficit; and this enhances social capital 

within a neighbourhood as self-help networks spring up (Leonard 2004). Bearing 

these factors in mind, it is easy to see how the area is likely to engender a strong 

sense of a working-class identity that is relatively homogeneous. Likewise, 

understanding something of the neighbourhood is crucial to understanding the 

dispositions of those within it.

With the exception of one pupil, all the young people in this study lived in 

Slievemor, most if them within a two-mile radius of the two schools, which are both 

situated on School Road. The pupils live within one of eight electoral wards (which 

comprise Slievemor) surrounding the schools. Some statistics about these wards are 

listed in Table 2 (based on the 2001 census and published by the Northern Ireland 

Statistics and Research Agency). Greenville and Hillvale are to the west and south of 

the schools and are next to one another. Cherryhill adjoins Greenville to the 

southeast of the schools, while Castleton adjoins Cherryhill and lies to the northeast. 

Townside is a couple of miles from the schools. All areas have been anonymised.1

Table 2: Deprivation and Achievement Information for Slievemor Wards

Ward Deprivation 
rank (out of 
582) where 1 
= most 
deprived

% Pupils who 
achieved 5 or more 
GCSE A *-C
(NIAverage: 66.9%)

% Post-primary pupils 
receiving free school 
meals
(NI Average: 16.5%)

Cherryhill 118 70.5 21.4
Greenville 88 73.7 25
School Rd 43 64.8 25.5
Cranview 34 47.8 33.9
Hillvale 10 34.2 50
Cloisters 7 41.1 38.3
Townside 2 27.9 51.2
Castleton 1 39.4 50.4

1 While the actual names of the areas have not been used, photos of the areas are 
included. In the case of the photos any identifying information, such as car 
registrations and street names, has been removed.
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Out of the five wards, Cherryhill, Greenville and School Road are the most 

affluent, but all are still above the Northern Ireland average in terms of the number 

of pupils receiving free school meals; and they are all within the top 25% of most 

deprived wards in the country. However, in the cases of Cherryhill and Greenville, 

educational achievement (measured by percentage of children gaining 5 or more 

GCSEs at grades A*-C) is a little higher than the Northern Ireland average; and in 

the case of School Road the percentage is close to the Northern Ireland average. 

Therefore, these three wards, with their similar statistics, can be seen as a 

comparatively well-off cluster. The next ward in the hierarchy is Cranview, which 

has a substantially lower than average percentage of pupils achieving 5 or more 

grades A*-C at GCSE, but still fares better than the lowest four wards. Therefore, 

Cranview can be seen as an intermediary ward, with Hillvale, Cloisters, Townside 

and Castleton banded together as the very deprived group. These four wards are in 

the top 5% of the most deprived wards in Northern Ireland, and in three of them a 

majority of pupils receive free school meals. Educational achievement, as measured 

by GCSE results, is also much lower than the Northern Ireland average.

5.2.2 Cherryhill

Figure 3: Typical Houses in Cherryhill
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Cherryhill is a relatively affluent area in Slievemor. The housing in the area is 

mostly semi-detached and terraced, in equal numbers. There are also a smaller 

percentage of flats and detached houses. Currently the average cost of a three-bed 

semi-detached house in the area is £160,000. 68% of properties are owner-occupied, 

yet only 12.8% of residents aged 16-74 have a degree. The area is the least deprived 

of all the wards within Slievemor. However, it is still within the top 25% most 

deprived wards within Northern Ireland.

Like Cherryhill, Greenville is a relatively affluent and could be described as a 

lower middle class/upper working-class area. The houses in the area are mostly 

semi-detached and privately owned. The area also contains streets of council/ex

council housing. On the whole it is deemed to be the “posh” part of Slievemor and 

the place where people aspire to move to if their economic circumstances allow. 

Currently the average price of a three-bed semi-detached house is £159,000. 

(However, it is likely that many homeowners were able to purchase houses before 

the property market mushroomed post-ceasefire: in 1990 the average price of a 

Northern Ireland property was £32,000, compared with £230,000 in 2007.) While the 

property is generally of a high standard in Greenvale, suggesting that the residents
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have relatively comfortable economic circumstances, the educational level of adults 

aged 16 to 74 helps provide a fuller picture. Only 12.2% of this cohort have a 

university degree, while 61% have no or low skills/qualifications. These statistics 

illuminate the fact that those within the area tend to have a low level of education 

despite living in privately owned accommodation, thus highlighting the likelihood 

that the residents mostly occupy positions in the upper working class. The 

significance of these statistics on educational level is further highlighted by 

contrasting them with statistics for the Malone ward (actual name) in Belfast. This 

ward is one of the most affluent in Northern Ireland. Within the Malone ward 55.5% 

of residents aged 16 to 74 have a university degree, with only 17.8% of the cohort 

having no/low skills/qualifications. In terms of education, skills and training Malone 

is the highest-performing ward in Northern Ireland. 92.9% of school leavers 

achieved five or more GCSEs at grade C or above, while 0.0% of post-primary 

school children are entitled to free school meals!

5.2.4 School Road
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Figure 5: Typical Houses in the School Road Ward
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School Road is less affluent than the previous areas described, but is less 

deprived than Hillvale, Cloisters and Townside, measuring within the top 10% of 

Northern Ireland’s most deprived wards rather than within the top 2%. The housing 

in the area is mostly in the shape of well-kept rows of terraces like the one pictured 

above. In terms of education 10% of adults aged 16-74 have a university degree. 

While the proportion of children in post-primary education receiving free school 

meals is higher than the Northern Ireland (NI) average, at 25.5% compared to 16.5%, 

the proportion of young people who achieved 5 or more GCSEs at grade A*-C falls 

only just short of the NI average of 66.9%.

5.2.5 Cranview

- ♦
< >

Figure 6: Typical Houses in Cranview

Cranview’s ranking in terms of absloute deprivation is similar to School Road, 

but its figures in terms of educational attainment are well below the Northern Ireland 

average, and its free school meals entitlement is higher. It measures somewhere 

between the highest and the lowest wards within the area, and within the top 10% of
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most deprived wards in the country. The housing in this area is of a reasonable 

standard and again is mostly terraced, with an almost equal split between those that 

are owner-occupied and those that are rented.

5.2.6 Hillvale
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Figure 7: Typical Houses in Hillvale

Hillvale is within the top 2% of the most deprived wards in Northern Ireland. In 

appearance and in terms of deprivation measures it has more in common with 

Castleton than with either Greenvale or Cherry hi 11 (despite being adjacent to 

Greenville). The houses are mainly terraced and are contained within a housing 

estate off a main road. The estate also contains some flats and a few semi-detached 

houses. Most of the accommodation in the area is rented (62.5%), in the most part 

from local housing associations or Belfast City Council. The road itself is a route 

out of the city and has very few amenities bar a pub, a betting shop, and a garage. In 

2001 only 34.2% of pupils gained 5 or more A*-C grades at GCSE, only 4.4% of 

people aged 16-74 had a degree, and 71% of the cohort were described as having 

no/low skills/qualiications.
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5.2.7 Cloisters
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Figure 8: Typical Houses in Cloisters

Cloisters, like Hillvale, is in the top 2% of the most deprived wards in Northern 

Ireland. According to the 2001 census 31.4% of people had a limiting long-term 

illness, health problem or disability, and the area suffers from a high rate of long

term unemployment, with almost 25% of the adult population in this bracket. This 

area is also very close to the ‘peace line’ and so has a large wall dividing its streets 

from the streets of its working-class Protestant neighbours. The wall is an imposing 

eyesore that adds to the overall appearance of deprivation and gives the area a 

depressing feel. The streets close to peace walls are undesirable, not least because 

many of the houses have metal grills on the windows to protect them from attack 

from the other side of the wall.



5.2.8 Townside
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Figure 9: Typical Houses in Townside

Townside is one of the most deprived wards in Northern Ireland, being within 

the top 2% in terms of its multiple deprivation measure. Almost 80% of the houses 

are rented and are mainly in the shape of utilitarian, tightly packed terraces. The area 

is very built up with little or no green space. Only 3.9% of adults aged 16-74 have a 

degree or higher education qualification. The majority of post-primary 

schoolchildren are entitled to free school meals, while the percentage of school 

leavers achieving five GCSEs at grades A*-C is just 27.9%, less than half the 

Northern Ireland average.
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5.2.9 Castleton

Castleton is rated as the most deprived ward in Northern Ireland. According to 

NISRA, 3.6% of the residents aged 16-74 have a degree-level education and 81% 
have no/low skills/education. The housing in the area is mainly council or housing 

association owned, and 63.9% of residents were renting at the time of the 2001 

census (with 24.4% of the households classified as overcrowded.). The streets are 

drab and mostly densely packed with terraces, built over several decades and 

currently in varying condition. Some of the houses have been modified with 

incongruous bay windows (contrasting with the flat windows of the houses that 

retain their orignal style) and equally incongruous palm trees. On the main road of 

the estate the gables of many houses have been painted with political murals 

portraying republican, anti-British and anti-PSNI (Police Service of Northern 

Ireland) sentiments. On the walls surrounding these gables political graffiti is 

daubed, often in Irish (itself a political statement). One wall reads “/.s' fearr Gaeilge 

briste na Bearla cliste'\ which translates as “Prefer broken Irish to clever English”, 

highlighting support for Irish language. The area suffered greatly during ‘the 

Troubles”, and still bears the scars of this in terms of its overall economic and 

educational disadvantages.
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5.2.10 Pupils living in each area

Table 3 below provides information on where the young people participating in 

this project lived. It is important to bear in mind the sorts of neighbourhood each 

person lives in when considering their identity. Discussions of individual boys in 

Chapters 6 and 7 will therefore be contextualized with information relating to the 

area that they live in.

Table 3: Pupils Living in Each Area

Area Local
Deprivation
Rank

(l=most
deprived)

Young People 
Living There 
(Secondary)

Young People 
Living There 
(Grammar)

Cherryhill 8 Peter
Greenville 7 Jack
School Rd 6 Martin
Cranview 5 Jonty, Jim,

Brendy
Flillvale 4 Tim. Davy, 

Henry. Ollie,
Shay

Kenny, Fergal, 
Ronan

Cloisters 3 Brendy
Townside 2 Aidso
Castleton
Outside area

1 Mick, Gerry
Charlie Jay,
Rory

The information on the places and spaces that young people occupy (alongside 

information on parents’ occupations) helps provide a fuller picture of the sorts of 

experiences the young people are likely to have had and to have internalized as 

habitus. For example, it might be expected that Peter, a young person growing up in 

Cherryhill, in a nice privately owned semi-detached house, might have had different 

opportunities and influences from those of Mick and Gerry, who have grown up in 

Northern Ireland's most deprived ward. The relationship between the localities and 

the young people’s dispositions will be discussed in Chapters 6 and 7. What is 

striking about this table on where the pupils live is that in the secondary school none
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of the boys from my sample live in the top four areas. The fact that no one comes 

from Cranview is perhaps explained by the fact that Cranview is approximately two 

miles from the school and has its own secondary school in the area. Boys living in 

Cherryhill, Greenville and School Road are likely to attend either one of the 

grammar schools in Slievemor or one of two other local secondary schools. So 

although the sample is very small it suggests that boys from the more affluent areas 

are more likely to attend a grammar school. Most of the boys in the secondary school 

live in Hillvale, the top of the bottom cluster of areas, and one boy lives in Cloisters. 

Both of these areas are very close to the schools. The grammar school students are 

spread across all but one of the wards. As might be expected, young people from all 

over Slievemor attend the school and are prepared to travel to do so. Unfortunately, I 

do not have statistics on the whole year group of students attending both schools, 

which would provide interesting data on which wards are best represented by each 

school.

5.3 The School Context

5.3.1 The importance of institutional habitus

As argued in Chapter 3, the habitus of individual students is mediated through 
the institutional habitus of their respective schools. The school, therefore, has an 

important role to play in the production/maintenance/rejection of forms of identity. 

In order to explain the impact of an institution on the development, maintenance and 

transformation of an individual’s habitus, the concept of institutional habitus will be 

employed. The institutional habitus, as discussed in Chapter 3, is the taken-for- 

granted assumptions, dispositions and practices prevalent amongst those associated 

with the school, including the principal, the senior management, the teachers, other 

staff, and the pupils. These dispositions do not just emerge from a melding of 

different attitudes that have developed in settings external to the institution, but 

rather are mediated through experience of the institution. The history of the 

institution shapes the sorts of dispositions that are likely to be tolerated and 

generated within it. The power of the concept of institutional habitus is that it 

conveys the way that the institution as a whole sets parameters of behaviour and 

disposition. The concept incorporates a school’s status, curriculum offer and 

organisational practices, as well as its cultural expression (Reay et al 2005) and
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explains how these aspects of an institution come to shape the habitus of its 

members. The school’s cultural expression comprises “embodied cultural capital - 

embodied in the collectivity of students, in their dress, demeanour and stances. It is 

also often embodied in buildings, trophies, performances and in the school staff 

(their histories and qualifications)” (Reay et al. 2005, p.37).

5.3.2 The grammar and secondary divide in Northern Ireland

In Northern Ireland, the post-primary sector is divided into secondary schools 

and grammar schools, a system that emerged after the Second World War. Gallagher 

and Smith (2000) recount that “the main purpose of grammar schools was to provide 

pupils with an academic curriculum, to encourage them to stay in school beyond the 

school leaving age and to provide a route to higher education. By contrast, pupils in 

secondary schools were not encouraged to take public examinations and were not 

expected to stay beyond the school leaving age” (Gallagher & Smith 2000, p.3). 

Selection for grammar school was determined by success in the Northern Ireland 

11+ exam until 2009, when it was abandoned. The system is currently in a state of 

flux, as ministers have not yet agreed on what is to replace the 11+ exam, with some 

arguing that academic selection at age 11 should remain. In the meantime, until 

policy is in place, the grammar schools have decided to retain selective admissions 

policies and offer their own exams. This has resulted in two sets of exams being 

offered, one by Catholic schools and one by controlled schools, which have a largely 

Protestant intake.

In terms of results, it is no surprise that grammar schools in Northern Ireland 

greatly outperform secondary schools. Statistics show that 31% of schools have 

more than 80% of their pupils achieving 5 or more A*-C grades at GCSE whereas 

54% of schools have less than 40% of pupils achieving this standard. These figures 

show a huge gap in the middle where only a small proportion of schools are 

achieving middle-range results. The results show the polarization of achievement 

within schools in Northern Ireland. Indeed, looking at the statistics presented in a 

major survey of NI schools published in 2000, less than 3% of schools had a 

percentage of pupils achieving 5 A*-C grades that was close to the current Northern 

Ireland percentage of pupils achieving this benchmark, which is 66.7%. What is 

particularly interesting in terms of the difference in achievement between the two 

school types is that this study into the effects of the selective system in Northern
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Ireland found that attending a grammar school increases a pupil’s chances of success 

at GCSE regardless of 11+ score, by on average 3 GCSEs. This is referred to as “the 

grammar school effect” and is explained in the following way:

Other things being equal, the most important factor for a pupil in 

achieving a high GCSE score is achieving a place in a grammar 

school. To put it another way, if we compare two pupils, one of 

whom is in a grammar school and one of whom is in a secondary 

school, and who are similar in every other respect, including Transfer 

Grade, then the grammar pupil will achieve a significantly higher 

GCSE performance (Gallagher & Smith 2000, p.10).

It can therefore be said that children who are given the opportunity to go to grammar 

school are being given an unequal chance at success, while those who do not get that 

opportunity are disadvantaged.

In 2006, 42% of children in Northern Ireland had the advantage of transferring to 

a grammar school (Ruane 2008), despite the fact that the system was originally 

designed to accommodate 30% of transferring children. The number is expected to 

increase, and as the percentage of children attending grammar schools increases the 

percentage of children in secondary schools who ‘opted out’ of the exam or achieved 
the lowest grade is also increasing, arguably putting extra pressure on the already 

marginalized schools (Gallagher & Smith 2000). It is interesting to note that despite 

the difference in results and the difference in status accorded to the two types of 

institution, the abovementioned research, through a survey of children in 227 schools 

in Northern Ireland, shows that “secondary pupils found their schools to provide a 

slightly more supportive environment” (ibid., p.12). This perhaps suggests that the 

grammar schools can rely on the prior achievement and learning culture of their 

intake to the extent that they do not have to provide the same level of pastoral 

support as secondary schools in order to get results.

The system is clearly divided and secondary schools are reportedly seen as 

second rate (ibid.). Children who go to these schools have internalized a sense of 

failure by age 11, and schools report that they initially have to do a lot of work at 

raising self-esteem (Gallagher & Smith 2000). Indeed, the principal of the secondary 

school in my study went as far as to contest the term ‘secondary’ as he thought this 

has connotations with being ‘second class’ or ‘second rate’, and so makes the
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students feel devalued. Because of this he has changed the school name. The word 

was originally part of the school name but has been replaced by the word ‘school’ 

(i.e. instead of being called St. John's Secondary, it is now called St. John's School). 

In this thesis I am continuing to use the word ‘secondary’ to refer to the school. 

Using the terms ‘secondary’ and ‘grammar' is a means of differentiating between the 

two schools for the purposes of comparison within this thesis. However, in 

maintaining this label I do not wish to suggest that the secondary school is inferior to 

the grammar school. The difference is important because to deny its existence is to 

deny the inequalities within the selective system and the divided post-primary sector. 

The impact of this division is highlighted strongly in the following finding of 

Gallagher and Smith’s (2000) study on the effects of selection: “it was only among 

the secondary pupils that there was any sense of resentment that former friends now 

saw themselves as somehow or other better than them’’ (p.12).

5.4 The Secondary School: St. John’s 

5.4.1 School overview

The secondary school is a single-sex boys' school situated on School Road, in 

the working-class neighbourhood of Slievemor in Belfast. In the school 45% of the 

pupils were entitled to free school meals (FSM) at the time of the study. This is 

much higher than the Northern Ireland average of FSM entitlement which is 16.5%. 

Most of the boys who attend the school have experienced explicit educational 

failure, either through achieving poor results in the 11+ exam or through failing to be 

perceived to be ‘good enough’ to sit the exam. Despite this perceived failure and the 

accompanying low levels of educational self-esteem that the entrants carry with 

them, the school attempts to be a positive environment with a culture of 

achievement. The walls of the school are emblazoned with motivational slogans such 

as “Aim High, Achieve More”. The walls, especially around the entrance of the 

school, also have many photos, stories, newspaper clippings, etc., which highlight 

past and present pupils’ achievement. These include educational trips abroad and 

awards for cookery and sport, as well as a former student’s success in gaining a first- 

class honours degree from Queen’s University Belfast. This seemed to indicate a 

sense of pride in the school and belief in its pupils. These photos were placed in 

areas that would be passed frequently by pupils, staff and visitors.
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5.4.2 First impressions

My first impression of the secondary school was that was open and friendly with 

a degree of informality. This was evident, for example, from my observations in the 

reception area on my first visit to the school. On arrival I waited in the reception area 

for the principal where I observed the general comings and goings. A pupil on an 

errand came in to speak to the receptionist, who addressed him as “love”. This is 

typically used as a working-class term of endearment and the use of the word by 

staff gave a “working-class friendly” impression (the receptionist was from the local 

area so the term seemed like a “natural” form of address). A teacher arrived to speak 

to parents who were waiting and greeted them in an informal and friendly manner, 

introducing himself by his first name and smiling warmly. The parents did not 

appear comfortable waiting in the school reception area, but the teacher appeared to 

be trying to put them at ease, seemingly sympathetic to the fact that many parents 

have had negative experiences of the authority structure of schools.

It is important to note that 1 knew the principal from having worked with him for 
three years in another secondary school where he was the vice-principal for a year 

and principal for two years while I was working there as an art teacher. This 

obviously impacted on his degree of friendliness with me; however, I knew him to 

be very welcoming to visitors to the school I had worked in, and I knew he was also 

open to educational innovations.

5.4.3 School ethos

To create a centre of excellence for pupils and staff, which sets and 

achieves high standards; promotes self image and collective 

responsibility; offers opportunities for academic and vocational 

pathways for all pupils (Principal’s address on school prospectus).

The stated ethos of the school is only an indicator (as sanctioned by the principal 

and senior management) of what the school wishes to promote about itself. Of 

course, on a day-to-day practice it may not actually live up to its stated ethos, and so 

the ethos may not align with the insititutional habitus. It is useful to consider what 

Bernstein (1966) has called the expressive and instrumental cultures (or orders) of a 

school, as relating to its conduct, character and manners.
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I propose to call that complex of behaviour and activities in the 

school which were to do with conduct, character and manner the 

expressive culture of the school, and the complex of behaviour and 

the activities which generate it, which have to do with the acquisition 

of specific skills, the instrumental culture (Bernstein 1966, p.l 17).

Bernstein’s expressive culture/order can be considered as similar to the notion of 

institutional habitus (Reay et al. 2001a), whereas the instrumental culture/order is the 

practices in the institution that generate this. In St. John’s the ethos and habitus were 

mostly in alignment, apart from the occasional staff member whose approach to 

education opposed the direction in which the principal was steering the school.

When I asked the principal to articulate the school’s ethos he stated:

The ethos is about equality for all, creating high expectations and 

aspirations for all pupils and all abilities, and then creating 

opportunities for those pupils to taste success and to strive for further 

success. We try to live it rather than just put it in words.

In order to “live” this ethos the school works very closely with the local community, 

opening the school up for community events and adult education. It is hoped that the 

links with the community will encourage the boys to see the school in a positive light 

and as a space that they can use in the future even if they don't achieve highly at this 

point in their lives.

They understand that we care about them. Even for those pupils who 

are at risk we have aspirations for them. We give them a hope that the 

education that we give them will open doors. And the door is always 

open to them to come back to us a later date.

The principal of the school has a progressive attitude, evident in the way that he 

is very open to change. He is willing to try new educational programmes and to mix 

vocational qualifications into the curriculum. The school has won an award for its 

community engagement, and on an open day which 1 attended, the interactions 

between staff and prospective parents and pupils were friendly and 'down to earth’. 

One parent told me that she thought the school was very “welcoming”. However, the 

principal's attitude towards embracing the new was not always well received by
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staff, and some of the older teachers in particular were not keen to embrace new 

programmes or even in some cases to start up an A Level programme in their 

subject. One teacher said to me, “Can you imagine teaching A Level to this lot? It 

would be a waste of time. I don’t know what he is thinking.” This is one example of 

what appeared to me to be two distinct and conflicting dispositions within the 

school. While overall the school instituted caring dispositions in the teachers towards 

the pupils through its informality and friendliness, not all teacher identities were 

open to being steered. Those who clung to a more traditional view of the pupils 

tended to be the older members of staff whose habitus was firmly entrenched in 

structures of the past. The habitus of the older staff is the “product of history” 

(Bourdieu 1977, p.82). The school’s habitus was in transition as the principal was 

attempting to change the culture; and some staff struggled to conform to it.

5.4.4 Teachers’ relationships with and attitudes towards pupils

Generally speaking most of the teachers have an understanding of and are 

sympathetic to the social context within which they operate, evidenced in the 

positive interactions between pupils and teachers that 1 witnessed on the corridors, 

where, for example, teachers joked with pupils about football teams. The teachers 
showed respect for the culture of the boys by engaging them in conversations they 

found interesting and relevant to their lives. The school is therefore, arguably, a 

space where pupils are free to be working-class lads. Throughout my time in the 

school I witnessed a great deal of informality in some of the relationships between 

the staff (including the principal) and the pupils. Indeed the pupils, when talking 

about pupil and staff relationships, expressed admiration for certain teachers who 

spoke to them (and even disciplined them) in ways that accorded with their working- 

class masculine identities.

One particularly vibrant tale recalls how Mr. Flaherty intervened in a snowball 

fight in the playground one lunch time. According to the boys, one of their mates, 

‘Big Ginger Jim’, hadn't heard Mr. Flaherty tell everyone to stop the snowball 

fighting and get to class. When Jim lifted his arm to throw another snowball Mr. 

Flaherty yelled across the playground, “Jim, you big ginger bastard, I can spot you a 

mile off! Now put that down and get inside!” This apparently got the attention of the 

whole school yard; silence fell and order was restored. The boys expressed 

admiration and respect for Mr. Flaherty’s methods of discipline, which they said also
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included punching filing cabinets when he was annoyed. Even though he was at 

times formidable many boys said he was their favourite teacher because he was 

‘dead on’ (a local term meaning sound and easy to get along with). Interestingly, 

Mr. Flaherty also had a soft, caring and tender side, which he reserved for one-to-one 

contact (I witnessed him talking to a boy who was in trouble for misbehaviour). 

However, the practices within the school, such as bantering about football or 

aggressive discipline displays, gave the school a macho character, which can be said 

to be an aspect of its institutional habitus; that is, the social “instituted in biological 

individuals” (Bourdieu 2000, p.156).

The tendency for familiarity between the staff and the pupils, evidenced in the 

displays around the school and on the school website, also became internalized in the 

habitus of the school members. On the displays the pupils were generally referred to 

as “the lads”; and on the website photo gallery teachers appear in fancy dress 

costumes (photographed during a fundraising activity within the school). Pupils and 

teachers would often engage in friendly banter on the corridor and in the classroom. 

This friendliness also extended to the senior management team and the principal, 
who would often be seen on the corridors chatting to pupils in a friendly way. It was 

part of the taken-for-granted way of communicating within the school, and so it was 

easy for me as a researcher to chat to the boys. It seemed natural to do so during 

lessons and on the corridors. Sometimes I initiated conversation and sometimes the 

pupils did, demonstrating the sorts of practices that develop from an informal 

institutional habitus.

The informal relationships were not universal, and there were some teachers who 

had a more formal approach. These teachers tended to not engage in casual 

conversation with the pupils and did not make attempts to get to know the pupils 

personally. Interestingly, the pupils, by and large, expressed greater admiration and 

respect for - and claimed to work harder for - the teachers whom they described as 

“down to earth”. Certainly. I witnessed contrasting approaches to school work in the 

different classes, with more work and less discipline issues in classes where the 

teachers spoke nicely to the pupils. In contrast they resented the aloof teachers who 

established a formal relationship with them, and some pupils felt that these teachers 

thought they were superior to them because they were from “posher areas”. In such 

classes altercations between a pupil and teacher were not uncommon. Typically, the 

teacher attempted to impose a tough regime and one or more pupils would resist this,
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resulting in a drawn-out battle of wills where neither party backed down and the 

pupil, unable to handle the pressure of being spoken to angrily by an adult, finally 

exploded and then received a punishment. This sort of approach tended to go against 

the grain of the insitutional habitus and was not received well by the pupils.

The staff were aware of the differing approaches of different teachers, and it was 

even something that was discussed at staff meetings. Mr. McNally, a member of the 

senior management team, was very keen that all the teachers in the school take a 

respectful and understanding approach to interacting with the young people, and he 

personally placed a huge emphasis on building relationships.

He held up this thing. And it was “all kids should be lined up in a 

straight line” and “all kids should come into the room in a certain 

way” and he held up somebody's model of what they interpreted as 

good teaching. And it worked for them and that’s good but see to be 

honest, you look at our much lower ability classes. How much of that 

can they take in a day? How much of that regimental approach, where 

there is no real relationship building, there’s no real motivation built 

into its... the whole approach of the lesson is along the lines of pure 

discipline and managing behaviour and making sure that 

misbehaviour doesn't happen. Em, but there’s only so much of that 

our lads can take. And they’ll blow up and they’ll become 

demotivated and all that there (Mr. McNally).

The different approaches to discipline had different effects on the different 

groups of pupils within the school. Unsurprisingly, it was the pupils in the lower 

streams who found it particular difficult to cope with a regimental approach. 

Admittedly, these pupils were challenging and difficult to motivate, but they also 

managed to be more productive in classes where the atmosphere was pleasant. Mr. 

McNally was again critical of these teachers and their effects on the pupils (“the 

lads” as he affectionately calls them). He said:

You've probably seen them in the staffroom - they see themselves as 

very well organised; they don’t tolerate any misbehaviour in their 

room, you know, very regimental. See if every teacher had that 

approach the school wouldn't be a very nice place for our lads.
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Yet for some of the pupils the school was indeed, at times, not a very nice place. 

The environment was more supportive of those who were seen as the ‘respectable’ 

rather than the ‘rough’ working-class boys (and as will be shown in Chapter 6, this 

was true even when the rough working-class boys were hardworking and positive 

about learning). Within the school I observed two contrasting classes: the top class 

who were described as a “trustworthy and lovely class”, and the bottom group who 

were described as “intellectually challenged” and “not to be trusted”. I was also 

advised not to leave my handbag out in the classroom when I was with the bottom 

group - advice I ignored with no negative consequences (I also gave them expensive 

video cameras to take home for a week and received all of them back, as I expected).

While the focus of this thesis is working-class boys who are educationally 

successful, it is important to the understanding of the operations of the school, its 

habitus and its relationship with pupils to provide wider detail on the educational 

context within which the study takes place, and this should therefore not ignore the 

bottom group. As the previous descriptions of the two classes implied, the teachers, 

by and large, did not value the bottom group; and therefore they seemed to 

negatively judge the particular type of working-class identity that they displayed - 

the ‘smack’2 identity. The teachers presumably felt justified in holding these negative 

value judgements, as the boys in the bottom group often behaved badly, swore at 

teachers and were very unenthusiastic about work. However 1 would argue that their 

experience of school was needlessly oppressive and they were often unfairly treated 

with disrespect. The following examples are from observation notes made whilst 

spending time in the classroom with the bottom group.

Example 1: The boys are in class and are sitting around a table 

together with the teacher (11 pupils present). The conversation moves 

on to current affairs and politics. Jonathan says “Tony Blair and 

George Bush don’t know what they are doing”. He appears to want to 

have a serious discussion but the teacher immediately interjects using 

a very hostile tone of voice, “Jonathan, are you as a young adult able 

to give an opinion on that? Your consciousness has just been 

developing over the last couple of years. Do you seriously think you

2 In Belfast the word ‘smick’ is used for someone who might be perceived as a rough 
working-class boy. The term is used pejoratively and is similar to the english word 
‘chav’. It will continue to crop up throughout this thesis.
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are qualified to give an opinion on this matter?” Jonathan looks 

embarrassed (his face turns red) and meekly responds, “No”.

Example 2: The boys are in citizenship class and discussing moral 

development. They are not particularly interested in the lesson and are 

messing around and bantering. Jonathan and Jamesy are quipping 

with one another. Jonathan, who is very tall for his age (almost 6 ft 

tall) says “Jamesy, I'm bigger than you” as a means of asserting his 

authority in a light hearted way. Jamesy (who is of average height and 

so considerably smaller than Jonathan) replies “I'm bigger than y'ow 

and I can prove it!” He puts his hand on his crotch. The rest of the 

boys laugh. The teacher tries to bring them back to the lesson and the 

topic of moral development. He attempts to explain this concept to 

the boys. He says “It's natural for teenagers to rebel against authority, 

maybe get into trouble with drinking, maybe not listening to your 

parents. But you need to have respect for your parents - your morals 

develop as you get older. Let me think of another example. Erm, if 

you’re a wealthy businessman you are going to object to someone 

sitting on the dole — someone who won’t accept work, you know.

That’s moral development.”

I felt very uncomfortable during both of these lessons because of the underlying 

assumptions of the teachers and the messages that were conveyed through the 

statements that they made. In Example 1, it is clear that the teacher assumes that the 

boys have not developed adequate mental capacitites to have any real awareness of 

themselves or the world in which they live. Jonathan is patronized into agreeing 

with this and is left feeling stupid and embarrassed. Through school these boys are 

taught “to know their place and to sit still in it” (Illich 1973, p.74). It is quite clear 

that the teacher thinks these boys are less than capable of forming their own thoughts 

and opinions. This is perhaps why he complained about them every time I showed up 

to observe his class. He was very unhappy to have to teach them and said it was a 

waste of time. Sometimes I would offer to take the class to do a focus group session 

or to take small groups out. The teacher was always very accommodating, even 

grateful that I was relieving him of his burden.

109



With regard to Example 2, the teacher assumes a link between morality and 

being on benefits, implying that those who claim benefits are immoral because they 

"won't accept” work. In focus groups I had discovered that some of the boys parents 

were unemployed. One boy in particular appeared to be very ashamed of this when 

answering my question about parental occupation. Now, sitting in his citizenship 

class, he was subjected to moralizing discourse on the undeserving poor, which I 

imagined to further compound his embarrasment and shame. Also, the businessman 

was assumed to be virtuous through his association with wealth and success, 

imbuing capitalism with high moral status. It became clear to me that Mr. Joyce 

pathologizes the boys and their families and sees them as responsible for their own 

positions in life. The following entry from my fieldwork diary details a conversation 

he had with me after teaching this class one day, talking about how fights can start 

very quickly:

Mr. J: It can just go from a wee bit of banter to a full scale fight in a 

matter of seconds. I think it is a secondary school thing - like my son 

goes to a grammar school and he’s maybe been in one fight in the 
entire time he's been there.

N: Is it an all boys school?

Mr. J: Yeah, it’s all boys and there are very few fights. Like, these 

lads, I don’t really think they have the intelligence to know how to 

deal with the banter and all that, you know? They just can’t work out 

what to do and lashing out is the easiest thing for them. Now there's a 

study in itself - why do these boys fight so much? Like is it their 

backgrounds? A large portion of them are from single parent families 

so they wouldn't be experiencing adult aggression in the home. Does 

it come from their mates on the streets or is it something innate, 

something emotional?

The assumption behind these statements is that the boys are essentially aggressive 

and unable to deal with their emotions. As they are not experiencing aggression in 

the home then it must be something in their nature that makes them as they are. The 

teacher compares them to his son, who has a very different experience in his 

grammar school where they are apparently able to manage their emotions. Several of
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the boys in the class that Mr Joyce was referring to had been through a lot of recent 

emotional trauma. Two of the boys’ mothers had died within the last two years, one 

of the boys had suffered from bullying, and many of them had statements for special 

educational needs. The teacher said that he thought that one of the boys was using 

his mother’s death to get away with his bad behaviour, arguing that he should be 

over it by now because it was 18 months ago. I pointed out that bereavement is a 

very lengthy process but he said that he lost his mother when he was young and he 

just had to get on with it. This showed a lack of empathy and a failure to understand 

the forces at play within these kids’ lives. For some middle-class teachers it can be 

difficult to really put themselves into the shoes of a working-class person as their 

own reality is so removed from the working-class reality.

5.4.5 Institutional habitus: acceptance, affinity, support

St. John’s school is characterised by a generally accepting institutonal habitus 

that has affinity with the habitus of (those who are seen as) the ‘respectable’ boys. 

Throughout the school the boys are supported to maintain their habitus, and many of 
the teachers try to accommodate rather than change the ‘respectable’ boys’ identity. 

Within the school it is taken for granted that the pupils are from working-class 

backgrounds, and they are accepted as they are. Many boys are supported to achieve 

educationally without having to undergo a radical transformation of identity. Of 

course this picture is complicated by the few teachers who do not conform to the 

dominant ways of thinking within the school. It also becomes complicated when 

considering the experiences of the low-achieving boys. There is a degree of 

ambivalence in the acceptance of these boys. On the one hand the school promotes 

the idea that it is OK to have a working-class identity, but for many teachers the 

boundary of acceptance is drawn between the upper and lower streams. The lower- 

streamed class was more likely to suffer from being pathologized by teachers, and 

their habitus did not accord easily with the one promoted by the institution, as the 

above examples of their treatment show.

Rather, St John’s School is an environment that is culturally supportive of 

aspirational working-class boys. These boys are accepted as they are and are not 

expected to conform to a middle-class stereotype in order to find a smooth path to 

success that includes building relationships with teachers. While this is certainly a 

positive finding, the same institutional habitus was struggling to find affinity with
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lower-stream boys. The institutional habitus denotes the ways in which experiences 

within the institution come to shape the thinking of those within. The principal, and 

many of the staff, have an understanding of the local community, what it is like to 

grow up there, and what it is like to be a working-class teenage boy in that 

environment. For some of the staff this understanding has developed through their 

own experiences within the community (many are from the community, and the 

principal and some other staff had themselves been pupils at the school). As a result 

of this the school is largely a place where working-class masculinity is supported, 

particularly if it is of the hard-working rather than the 'hard' variety. Certainly, there 

are times when it is challenged to a certain extent, but this is mainly when the boys 

are explicitly rude or cause disruption. Although working-class masculinity is 

supported, this does not mean that the boys are simply “learning to labour” (Willis 

1977) and that the school is helping to prepare them to take up positions in low-paid 

manual work or in the service industry (although this is the case for the lower 

streams). The school encourages the boys who show academic promise to aspire to 

middle-class professions and to have the goal of university firmly in their minds as 

they progress through the school. Within this environment, those who show a 

positive attitude to learning and a degree of academic promise are helped to flourish 

without compromising their working-class masculinity. This is the case for the 

majority of the working-class boys in the top stream. They experience the school as a 

comfortable place to be; they are ‘fish in water’. However, this ease relies on the 

boys exhibiting the ‘right’ type of working-class habitus. The ‘right’ habitus is one 

that creates not only an aspirational approach to education but also a willingness to 

conform to school rules. The ‘right’ habitus has an element of laddishness, mainly in 

the form of banter and sportiness, but does not create or express ‘hard’ masculinity 

unless within the boundaries prescribed by social rules (such as on the sporting 

field).

5.5 The Grammar School 

5.5.1 School overview

The grammar school is also a single sex boys’ school situated on School Road, in 

the working-class locality of Slievemor. However, unlike St. John’s, St Matthew's is 

a selective grammar school. Within the school, 21% of the young people are entitled
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to free school meals. While this figure is much lower than St John’s (45%) it is still 

slightly higher than the Northern Ireland overall school average (16.5%) and 

substantially higher than the NI grammar school average for FSM entitlement, which 

in 2009-2010 was 6%. A teacher who has worked in the school for twenty-five years 

describes it as “a working-class grammar’’. In the past it would have drawn in 

middle-class Catholic families from all parts of Belfast and the surrounding towns 

and villages, but it has recently seen a decline in its social diversity. The school finds 

itself catering for an increasingly (now almost exclusively) local population. 

Currently it is having to reduce its entrance requirements in response to a decline in 

the school-aged population. This means that over the past five years it has steadily 

increased the number of its pupils (mostly local and working-class) who have not 

achieved highly in the 11+ exam. The most recent intake, broken down by 11 + 

grade, is approximately 25% A, 25% B. 25% C, 25% D.

Arguably, the more comprehensive the school becomes, the less attractive it is to 

the middle classes seeking elite education for the advantage of their children. Indeed, 

another Catholic grammar school on the edge of Slievemor (and closer to middle- 

class locales) is able to boast an almost 100% A-grade intake, and has become the 

school of choice for middle-class Catholics in this quadrant of Belfast and beyond. 
However, St Matthew’s school is able to draw on its long tradition of academic and 

sporting achievement despite the fact that it is starting to lose its academic reputation 

within the community and that children from beyond the local area are less likely to 

attend. Regardless of perceptions, the school is still producing good grades. The high 

achievement of the school is reflected in the GCSE results. In 2010 (when the boys 

in my study sat their GCSEs) over 95% of pupils gained five GCSEs at A*-C.

5.5.2 First impressions

On my first visit to the school I was to meet a member of the senior management 

team and head of Year 11, who was acting as a liaison for the principal. He was 

friendly and welcoming although very formal and serious in manner. He took down 

details of the project and asked questions, and then said he would speak to the 

principal before getting back to me. When the principal agreed that I could carry out 

the research in the school I was invited to speak to the whole staff. When I arrived I 

was given just a few minutes and the principal made it clear that I was interrupting 

his address to the staff (see Chapter 4 for more detail of this experience). My
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impressions were that the school was run in a very formal manner and that the 

principal and staff were distanced by a rigidly imposed hierarchical structure. 

Indeed, throughout my time in the school all communication to me from the 

principal was through a third party, except for when I attempted to corner him on the 

corridor to discuss a research-related issue. This resulted in being directed to the 

vice-principal. I found it interesting that I was not granted access to the principal and 

so have no interview with him to compare with the interview that the principal of St. 

John’s gave me. Principals of both schools were evidently very busy, but at St. 

John’s the principal made time to speak to me for 45 minutes (although this was 

possibly affected by the fact that we were former colleagues). At St. Matthew’s the 

principal did not make himself highly available to the school community as a whole, 

further compounding an impression of aloofness. It appeared as if staff and those of 

low status (including myself) were expected to revere the exalted position of the 

principal. This affected relationships between staff and senior management, and a 

'them and us’ mentality was perceptible in the staffroom where teachers were not 

very positive about the principal. All of this helped to maintain an authoritarian 

institutional habitus. As the social is instituted in individuals (Bourdieu 2000), the 

school's authoritarian structures are internalized by, and appropriated through, the 

habitus of the individual members of the school; and so they learn to position 

themselves in terms of relations of dominance and subordination to others. This 

ultimately shores up and reproduces respect for hierarchical ordering.

The reverence for the role of principal can be considered as an aspect of the 

school’s institutional habitus, and can be traced through its history as a school 

founded by a religious order. Initially the school was run and staffed (with the 

exception of the low-paid workers, e.g. cleaning staff) entirely by a male religious 

order, with a remit (from the Bishop of Down and Connor) to educate the poor. Until 

recently the principal of the school was always a member of the founding religious 

order. Since the first lay principal was appointed (approximately 15 years ago) the 

school principals have all been male. In Irish Catholic society many people, 

particularly working-class people, internalize particular dispositions towards priests 

and other religious figures, such as nuns and Christian Brothers, who have been 

dominant in Northern Irish school life. Religious figures are ‘put on a pedestal’ and 

treated with deference, even reverence. Thus grammar school heads who were also 

religious figures would have commanded great reverence from working-class
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parishioners. Arguably, lay principals may retain some of this reverence and embody 

an entitlement to it. Thus, attention is drawn to the social distance between the 

principal at the top and the parents and pupils at the bottom of the hierarchy, through 

the degree of formality and aloofness with which the school leader conducts himself, 

and which is symptomatic of the school’s rigidly traditional institutional habitus.

One of the most striking examples of this was at a school meeting where 

prospective parents were invited to hear about arrangements for transfer from 

primary to post-primary school in the first year of the abolishment of the Northern 

Ireland 11 +. 1 attended this meeting just prior to beginning research in the school. 

With nothing in policy to determine transfer arrangements, grammar schools had 

decided to maintain selection through the introduction of their own transfer exams. 

This led to a lot of confusion and anxiety on the part of transferring students and 

parents. The meeting was meant to help people understand the situation. The 

principal presented information to the parents in a packed lecture theatre, saying that 

he was making no apology for the decision to introduce their own tests, and finishing 

by saying that he was not going to take any questions. He then simply walked away. 

(The parents were, however, told that they could speak to senior members of staff 

individually on the way out.) The principal, as the institution “made flesh” (Bourdieu 

1990, p.57), flaunted his unquestionable authority and dominance over the working- 

class parents. They had learned their place before their children had even stepped 

into the school classroom.

5.5.3 The school ethos

We have high expectations of our students. We seek to create an 

orderly, safe and positive learning environment which enables the 

holistic development of every pupil. We continually review, evaluate 

and assess our progress and engage with best educational practice as a 

means of school improvement. We challenge our students and support 

them in achieving their true potential as mature young men who will 

use their skills and talents to work for justice in the wider world. (The 

principal’s address on the St Matthew’s school website)

This statement highlights progress and improvement as well as orderliness and 

safety, and arguably conveys a sense of managerialism in the approach taken to run
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the school, where orderliness is somehow meant to enhance holistic development. 

This approach is mashed with a Catholic ethos highlighting the importance of social 

justice in a not wholly integrated or congruent way. It appears to be a statement 

constructed around relevant buzz words with a ubiquitous platitude added in order to 

tick the Catholic ethos box. The statement on ethos confirms my first impressions of 

the school as a formally run institution with emphasis on discipline, order, and 

putting everything in its place.

However, there was a genuine endeavour to live out something of the Catholic 

ethos within the school. The website also maintains that the members of the school 

“strive to live by Christian values and encourage others to stand in solidarity with 

those who are powerless, vulnerable and marginalized.” This belief was very much 

put into practice: through one teacher in particular, the school had developed strong 

links with a village in Africa, and staff and pupils were very active in raising money 

to support charitable work in this village. Staff and pupils had visited the village, and 

the campaign to raise money - which they sent directly to the village to help with 

building houses and schools as well as providing water - was long-term and lasted 

all year round, engaging the whole school community and requiring much effort.

5.5.4 Teachers’ relationships with and attitudes towards pupils

In order to elaborate on the institutional context and provide something of an 

understanding of how the school operates, I will give some detail about the 

relationships, interactions and attitudes prevalent in the school. I will begin by 

discussing the video surveillance of the pupils, as it helps to establish the dominant 

attitudes towards the student body. The principal had installed CCTV cameras 

throughout the corridors of the school in order to monitor behaviour. This greatly 

annoyed the pupils to whom I spoke, who made me aware of the existence of the 

cameras. They felt that it was an infringement of their privacy, and claimed that a 

camera was even in position at the door to the toilets. The need for the cameras was 

at best dubious, as from what I could see the pupils were largely well behaved in the 

corridors, while in the classroom the teachers had high expectations in terms of 

behaviour.

The use of CCTV, along with the generally high level of monitoring and 

checking pupils' behaviour, was symptomatic of and helped to (re)produce an 

authoritarian insitutional habitus. Through the shared social conditions the members
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of the school internalized the institutional expectations: teachers developed 

dispositions to keep children in line through monitoring and ‘correcting’ even their 

bodily movements, while students developed dispositions that were geared towards 

conforming. What struck me most, having previously spent four and a half months in 

the secondary school, was the lack of pupil-teacher interaction in most of the classes 

in the grammar school. The approach to teaching was generally very traditional, with 

teachers talking and pupils passively receiving - albeit with opportunity for asking 

and answering questions by first raising their hands - further influencing students’ 

dispositions to be shaped according to the institutional mould. Despite what I 

perceived to be excellent behaviour the teachers often complained about the falling 

standards in behaviour within the school, often blaming the “background” of the 

boys. The boys’ good behaviour was evidenced by their conduct on the corridors and 

in the classrooms. For example, on the corridors the boys moved about in a fairly 

orderly way, while in the classrooms the boys were very quiet and attentive and 

would often raise their hands to answer questions. For the most part, they appeared 

to thoroughly engage with their work and got on with it with minimal fuss. Despite 

what 1 observed to the contrary, many teachers made complaints to me about poor 

behaviour. The following is from my fieldnote diary, based on a conversation I had 
with a teacher (Mrs Andrews) and recorded shortly afterwards:

N: It's a nice school. The pupils seem to be quite well behaved.

Mrs A: It’s not what it used to be. It really has gone downhill. 

Standards are slipping - like the sort of child we are seeing now.

They are lazy wee gits and their attitudes - I blame their parents. It’s 

their backgrounds, their upbringing. Like, they weren’t brought up 

like you and I were.

In talking to another teacher, who had worked in other schools in the area 

(including as a substitute teacher in St. John’s), I discovered that not all staff have 

the same opinions of the boys. Mr. King shows an awareness of how relatively well 

behaved the pupils are. Interestingly, he is from the area and seems to have 

developed a good rapport with the pupils.
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N: Teachers here don’t really seem to recognise that it’s not a difficult 

school. I’ve heard a lot of teachers saying how difficult it is and it's 

interesting to hear your perspective, having been in other schools.

Mr. K: When I first started here I couldn't believe it. I thought it was 

the best school I’d ever been in. It's fantastic, you know the kids are 

superb. Maybe some teachers have been here ten years, maybe some 

have never been in another school and they see that standards have 

slipped compared to what they used to be because far more kids with 

Ds in their 11+ are getting into here now, so there is a sort of different 

calibre of children, for want of a better word, and the school hasn’t 

shifted in its attitudes and structures to cope with that, if you know 

what 1 mean.

Interactions with individual teachers appeared to be the key to the success and 

indeed survival within the school of some of the young people. In particular, some of 

the most disaffected - and in danger of being excluded - boys talked of relationships 

with teachers as a barrier to learning, turning them off education (the most striking of 

these examples are Charlie and John who are discussed in detail in Chapter 7). 

Within the project as a whole, two boys from St. Matthew’s created models of prison 

cells to depict who they were inside school. Despite the criticisms, these boys 

(Kenny and Jack) were quite engaged with schooling and were willing to accept the 

constraints simply as the way things are. While on the one hand recognizing the 

difficulties associated with school, these boys were able to on the other hand to 

become resilient to or adapt to the demands of schooling. Kenny offered quite an 

interesting critique of the staff, highlighting the differences in approach between 

individual teachers, which of course impacted differently on different boys 

depending on their flexibility or willingness to be ‘honed’ or ‘rounded’.
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Figure 11: Kenny’s Prison Model

The school’s approach to discipline is summed up by Kenny in his model and in the 

following conversation:

K: Classrooms are like prison cells, flipsake, and you’re allowed out, 

for like an hour a day. And teachers are like peelers [slang for Police],

N: Are they?

K: Some of them are, some aren’t too bad but eh you get the odd one 

that’s a bit of a melter [short for someone who metaphorically melts 

your brain by being really annoying] You’re like told what to do - I 

know you have to be but it’s like forced on you.

N: What gets forced on you?

K: Work. There’s probably a better way than the way they do it. They 

just hand it out. It would be good if they could get through to you in a 

fun way.

N: So work isn’t fun? It's just stuff that gets handed out?

K: Yeah, and you just take it down. Some teachers... they just make 

you take down notes and even if you haven’t got a clue what to do, 

they just make you take down notes.

N: Yeah? Do you have many freedoms in school?
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K: No, not really. As I say, you are only allowed out for an hour a 

day, not even, it’s only about fifty minutes.

N: What about in individual classes?

K: There's some classes like.

N: You have freedoms in?

K: Like history, with our form teacher, he’s not as strict as some of 

the other teachers we get. There’s more of a relaxed atmosphere and 

stuff instead of some of the other ones. In other ones there’s tension 

and stuff. That's why I like history, it's one of my favourite subjects 

and I like it because of the good atmosphere. You're allowed to talk 

as long as you get your work done and stuff like that. You can talk as 

well as work and that's better. Some teachers just make you do work 

and nothing else. As long as you get that done and they just keep on 

handing out work.

It can be seen from the above interview that Kenny favoured a particular 

approach to discipline that some of the teachers used. His favoured approach 

involves a degree of informality. Other boys talked similarly about the approaches of 

different teachers being linked to motivation to work, with the general consensus that 

a “relaxed” or informal approach where teachers respected the pupils worked best. 

Indeed, interest in a subject was linked to individual teachers. One teacher, who was 

often cited as a favourite and whose classes I observed to be fun and interesting yet 

highly productive, talked of his approach to teaching, which was in line with what 

the boys told me they wanted. He said, “Kids like to be liked. A bit of banter going 

out the door, a wee punch in the arm, a few anecdotes - they want to see the real 

you.”

Some boys fared especially badly under regimented approaches and these boys 

will be discussed in detail in Chapter 7. Charlie and John, in particular, had 

difficulties managing formal relationships. Charlie, for example, would use casual 

and informal language when talking to teachers. He would respond to questions 

saying “aye” instead of “yes”, which, on more than one occasion that I witnessed, 

prompted the teacher to insist on him not only saying “yes” but adding “Sir” to the 

end as an 'appropriate' form of address. These attempts to put Charlie in his place
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antagonized him and he would occasionally follow the incident up with a cheeky 

comment, perhaps in an attempt to recover some of his pride.

5.5.5 Institutional habitus: authoritarian, academic, moulding

The school endeavours to mould and shape the boys into middle-class citizens, 

preparing them for professional careers and instilling in them the importance of 

tradition and academic performance to ultimately "help” them to escape from their 

backgrounds. In order for children to become a success, they are expected to mould 

themselves into archetypal St Matthew's boys and develop appropriate manners and 

dispositions - a St Matthew’s habitus. The following words were spoken by a senior 

Irish political figure on a visit to the school and were published in a school 

newsletter. They sum up the institutional habitus quite nicely and accurately capture 

the dominant attitudes towards the pupils:

Many a ragged personality was honed and rounded into a confident, 

articulate, able young professional. They filtered out into the civic life 

of Belfast, of Ireland and every part of the globe.

The school is proud of its ability to shape these ragged personalities and filter them 

out into society; and has a strong history of doing just that. But for those who are not 

amenable to reshaping, the school can become a very hostile place. Through their 

experiences of the institution teachers internalize the demand for high expectations 

for behaviour. For some boys the gap between their own idea of appropriate 

behaviour and manners and the conception of appropriateness sanctioned by the 

school is too great to straddle. They therefore confront the regularities of the field 

and fail to adjust to the institutional habitus. St. Matthew’s demands a habitus that 

acquiesces to the constraints imposed by authority. The school, through its history of 

educating the bright young minds of the poor, engenders the taken-for-granted 

assumption that its role is to work on and remodel the students in preparation for life.

5.6 Summary

This chapter sets the study in context by providing a glimpse at the two main sites 

within which the boys experience life. I have provided statistical information on the 

various parts of the neighbourhood, and have explored the institutional habitus of 

both schools. By doing this I hope that it will be easier to understand the sorts of
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processes and experiences that have influenced the boys and have become 

internalized as habitus. Both the neighbourhood and the schools are important in 

terms of generating and mediating dispositions, not least educational dispositions. 

The boys’ locality is divided into eight wards and these vary in terms of levels of 

deprivation and educational achievement. The top three wards have higher than 

average percentages of young people achieving five or more GCSEs grades A*-C. 

There is one intermediary ward with pupils falling slightly below average and four 

poorly performing wards. Within the secondary school none of the successful 

working-class pupils in the sample were from the top three or bottom three wards. In 

the grammar school the pupils in the sample were spread across all the wards.

Each school differs in terms of its institutional habitus. This chapter has shown 

the ways in which the schools, through their taken-for-granted practices and forms of 

organization come to shape the habitus of those within in particular ways. The 

secondary school provides an environment in which the boys are expected to 

conform to patterns of hardworking working-class masculinity in order to achieve 

success. Through the informal approach and down-to-earth communications with the 

boys the school has developed an institutional disposition that is supportive of 

working-class cultural practices. In some ways, through teachers’ performances of 

hard masculinity for example, the school conveys its standards for appropriate 

behaviour and dispositions. The boys find validation for their culture and the school 

has a ‘working-class friendly’ habitus. The grammar school provides an authoritarian 

environment in which the boys are expected to be pliable enough to be reshaped into 

‘respectable’ citizens. The schools history of educating the clever poor strongly 

influences its habitus and teachers develop dispositions of entitlement to 

‘appropriately’ mould the young men who come to be educated.

This chapter has brought together discussion on the neighbourhoods the boys are 

from with the schools they attend in order to provide some context for the chapters 

that follow. The next two chapters will explore the ways in which the boys negotiate 

success in their respective schools and how this impacts on their working-class 

identity. Discussion of the boys relationships with their locality and their school will 

frame the analysis.
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6 SECONDARY SCHOOL HIGH ACHIEVERS

6.1 Introduction

This chapter will explore the experiences of the high achieving boys in the secondary 

school, St. John's. As discussed in Chapter 5, the school streams its pupils according 

to perceived ability. While the whole sample involved in the research included boys 

from both the top and bottom stream, the focus of this chapter (and indeed the thesis) 

is on the high-achieving boys. The reason for this is that, as established in Chapter 2, 

much previous research has focused narrowly on working-class students who 

perform poorly within schools with arguments supporting the classic reproduction 

model of inequalities (e.g. Willis 1977; Bourdieu and Passeron 1990). Although 

these studies importantly highlight the processes involved in keeping the majority of 

the working classes ‘in their place' through an alienating system of education, they 

fail to adequately address, either empirically or theoretically, the processes involved 

in going against the trend of underachievement and being both educationally 

successful and a working-class boy. My research with the low achieving group who 

were important to the contextualization of this study (see Chapter 5) confirmed much 

of what has been well documented on the reproduction of working-class 

underachievement, in particular the ways in which working-class boys resist 

schooling and the failure of schools to connect with and engage particular types of 

working-class pupils.

However, the focus on the most resistant and disaffected individuals, whilst 

motivated by the desire to promote equality, has resulted in a skewed representation 

of working-class boys (as discussed in Chapter 2). More successful working-class 

boys have been neglected in the literature. With the notable exceptions of Jackson’s 

and Marsden’s (1962) study of working-class grammar school kids and Diane 

Reay’s (2002) Shaun 's Story, not a lot of research has engaged with the complexities 

involved in becoming educationally successful for working-class young people. 

With regards to this thesis, successful working-class boys are defined as those who 

are doing well in school. They are generally expected by their teachers to gain five 

or more GCSEs at grades A*-C, which is commonly used by policy-makers as a 

benchmark for educational success at 16. In the particular case of St. John’s (the 

secondary school) these boys are in the top stream and are studying for nine or more
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GCSEs. However, the boys are from a community where there is a pattern of 

academic underachievement and a high level of deprivation (see Chapter 5). None of 

their parents have higher level educational qualifications and the boys are, therefore, 

newly familiar with high level achievement as it is not part of their background 

experiences or family histories. Their families are not, therefore, able to impart to 

them the benefits of their own experiences and educational knowledge and while for 

the most part their parents appear to be very supportive of their children's education, 

their educational support is mainly in the form of an expression of a desire for their 

son to do well at school. This form of encouragement is very important but does not 

allow for the boys to have the same advantages that their middle-class counterparts 

have been found to have (Power et al. 2003; Ball 2003) even when they attend the 

same schools as working-class children (Crozier et al. 2008). Consequently, it may 

be argued that for these working-class boys the process of becoming educationally 

successful involves a navigation through uncharted waters. In the next two chapters I 

wish to shed light on the sociological processes involved in combining educational 

success with a working-class background. Specifically, I am interested in the ways in 
which the boys negotiate success and the impact this has on their habitus. For 

example, is success compatible with their habitus, as engendered through their 

home/neighbourhood, or does it involve some form of habitus transformation, 

radical or otherwise?

From a theoretical point of view the experience of success for those with a 

working-class background is very interesting. This is because the educational field 

does not always align well with the home field for working-class children. 

Interestingly, the education system and schools in particular are nearly always seen 

as specifically middle-class and laden with middle-class values. However, as 

described in Chapter 5, the secondary school is not a particularly middle-class 

institution and indeed, contrary to the popular construct of educational institutions 

within the literature, the school espouses working-class values (albeit a particular set 

of socially aspirational working-class values, as will be evidenced later in this 

chapter).

For the most part the successful boys within the secondary school are supported 

to maintain their working-class masculine identity through an alignment between 

their originary habitus and the school's habitus. (As discussed in Chapter 3, when I 

use the term institutional habitus I do not wish to confer a cognitive sense to the
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institution but am merely pointing to the way that the institution draws on, reinforces 

and even creates habitus affinity amongst its members through its routine practices.) 

With regard to many of the high achievers in St. John's, the fields of home and 

school are not in opposition, and so conflict, in terms of structuring influences, does 

not appear to arise. This is based on the premise that the secondary school is not in 

fact a middle-class institution but instead has developed a particular working-class 

institutional habitus, which has been fostered through the strong links between the 

school and community and the connection of some of the staff to the community (see 

Chapter 5). Several members of staff grew up in the local area and the principal is in 

fact a former pupil. This comfortable fit allows most of the successful working-class 

boys to carry themselves with relative ease through their years of schooling; and they 

conduct themselves, in Bourdieuian terms, as ‘fish-in-water’. It is possible for these 

boys to be both educationally successful and maintain their working-class (and often 

laddish) identity. For many of the boys there is a fair alignment between the field of 

home and the field of school. Their habitus chimes somewhat with the institution, 

which supports a hard-working masculine identity. The sort of identity that is valued 

is characterized not by conforming to middle-class practices but by being a down- 

to-earth, respectable grafter. This alignment will be evident in this chapter through 

my discussion of Henry, who typifies this alignment, managing to achieve highly 

without compromising his working-class disposition. Although with Henry there is 

some evidence of a disconnection from a particularly ‘hard’, macho working-class 

masculinity, I interpret this in terms of working-class heterogeneity rather than a 

struggle in terms of his class disposition, and so avoid pathologizing working-class 

masculinity.

However, being a ‘fish-in-water’ is not the case for all the boys who are doing 

well academically. For some boys, the field of home and the field of school do not 

align well. Consequently, the opposing force of each field acts on the habitus leading 

to a habitus tug (a kind of inner struggle). This tug (or struggle) can in turn result in 

different outcomes for the boys habitus depending on whether they reject one of the 

fields involved in the struggle or whether they attempt to reconcile both fields 

regardless of apparent contradictions. Within the secondary school two boys 

exemplified this struggle of habitus, Brendy and Ollie, and this chapter will draw on 

each of their cases. For each of these two boys the outcome in terms of the effect on 

their habitus is different. One of the boys partially rejects the school field, while the
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other attempts to reconcile the dispositional contradictions that are engendered 

through experiences at home and school. The analysis draws on the concept of 

habitus, both in individual and collective forms, and considers the fields in which the 

boys' habitus has been generated.

Within St. John’s four out of the six successful teenage boys do not appear to be 

experiencing a disruption between the home and school fields, and they appear to 

move as “fish in water” in much the same way as Bourdieu described middle-class 

kids in middle-class schools. Table 4 provides an overview of the state of the 

relationship between fields for each individual and the consequential state of the 

habitus for each of the academically successful working-class participants at St. 

John's. While it is important to recognise that the school is largely supportive of 

working-class culture, the experiences of those who do not seamlessly fit can 

provide interesting insights into the institution’s interactions with working-class 

boys. The rest of this chapter will firstly elaborate on the way in which the institution 

supports the habitus of many of the boys and so reproduces working-class 

masculinity. I will exemplify this through a case study of Henry, one of the boys 

who fits this ‘supported’ category. Discussion will then move to the cases of the 

‘fish out of water’, Brendy and Ollie, the two boys for whom there is evidence of a 

habitus tug.
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Table 4: An Overview of Pupils Interviewed at St. John’s

Name Mother’s
Occupation

Father’s
Occupation

HE Qualifications

Mother Father

Locality Categorization

Tim Classroom
Assistant

Freelance
Graphic
Designer

None None Hillvale Supported1

Brendy Own business 
producing 
ironing board 
covers

Not around 
much

None None Cloisters Re-confirmed

Davy Cares for 
granny and 
granda

Post office 
worker (30 
years)

None None Hillvale Supported

Shay Receptionist Sales/collector None None Hillvale Supported
Henry Unemployed Bouncer None None Hillvale Supported
Ollie Lunchtime 

supervisor 
and barmaid

Graphic
designer

None None Hillvale Reconciled

6.2 Habitus Types in St John’s

As was established in the literature review in Chapter 2, working-class boys (and 

indeed girls) are seen to clash with schools because schools are often middle-class 

institutions. In fact, the arguments that present all schools as middle-class 

institutions are very persuasive, appealing to common sense - teachers, who are 

accepted and described as middle-class, espouse middle-class attitudes which 

alienate working-class kids. There is much empirical evidence to support these 

claims and it is likely that most schools are indeed middle-class institutions, where 

middle-class attitudes are dominant (Jackson & Marsden 1962; Lacey 1971; 

Bernstein 1982; Bourdieu & Passeron 1990).

However, this accepted wisdom on the middle-classness of schools has become 

more problematic as the nature of the labour market has changed over time. 

Teaching, which was once a solidly middle-class profession, has become one of the 

most popular routes to social mobility for academically successful working-class 

people (Thompson 1997). Indeed, within the secondary school many of the staff

1 This is for boys whose habitus appears to align well with the institution.
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are/were originally from the local working-class area. It is worth bearing in mind, as 

mentioned previously in Chapter 5, that the principal was once a working-class boy 

who not only grew up in the area but attended the secondary school in question. The 

attitudes expressed within the school are quite complex, but the principal and some 

of the staff demonstrated an understanding of - and a sense of empathy for - the 

pupils (see Chapter 5). The school could not be adequately described as wholly 

middle-class. I do not wish to give the impression that the school was entirely 

supportive of the working-class pupils - the picture was complicated by the range in 

attitudes amongst teachers as well as variation in attitude towards the different types 

of pupils (again see Chapter 5) - but I would like to suggest that the school did not 

negate the value of working-class cultural capital, or at least not to the extent 

described in other research. In particular, the pupils whose families encouraged them 

to work hard and who showed a degree of interest in learning fitted well with the 

school. These boys talked about the fact that their parents wanted them to do well in 

school. Their parents’ lack of qualifications may have prevented them from 

providing assistance with academic work, but they did provide invaluable support 

and encouragement. These pupils aligned particularly well with the school’s 

institutional habitus and arguably were supported to maintain their working-class 

cultural practices as well as succeed at school. It appeared that there was no 

disagreement between the field of home and the field of school.

As can be seen from Table 4 the majority of the successful working-class boys 

fitted in to the category that I have called “supported”. These are the boys who are 

“the fish in water”, as I described them earlier using the oft-quoted Bourdieuian 

phrase. Because of the alignment between the stuctures of both fields, these boys can 

comfortably conduct their school lives in a Taken-for-granted’ way that appears 

natural and normal to them. They need not question their practices as they are not 

operating in a structure that challenges their reality. I have chosen to focus on one of 

these ‘supported’ boys and to demonstrate the ways in which his habitus aligns with 

the school. The supported category is outside of the typology of habitus set out in 

Chapter 3, which is a means of considering the effect of conflicting fields on 

dispositions. With the supported habitus category the fields do not conflict. Two of 

the boys within my sample in the secondary school respectively fitted two of the 

habitus types from my typology. These were re-confirmed habitus and reconciled 

habitus. The other two types (abandoned habitus and destabilized habitus) were not
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found amongst my sample but are however present in the grammar school sample 

and so will be discussed in Chapter 7. This chapter will discuss the three types 

present in this sample of boys.

6.3 A Supported Habitus: Henry

Henry is a working-class boy who lives in Hillvale, a council estate with a very 

negative reputation. His father is a bouncer in a city centre nightclub and his mother 

is not currently in work. In interviews Henry talks about being very conscious of 

negative stereotypes of people who live in his neighbourhood, and makes a great 

effort to defend against this by talking about what the place and the people are 

“really” like.

1 live in Hillvale, and people turn round and say Hillvale is a dirty 

place and it’s all hoods and all that there. But the people I stall with 

[i.e. hang around with], we're not even like that. People have this 

image of Hillvale being a dirty place but Hillvale has cleaned up over 

the years big time, it’s actually quite a nice place to live. People I stall 

with ain't like people who do drugs and go round drinking, we just 

keep ourselves to ourselves. Like it wouldn’t make me a header or a 
messer [see gloss below] or anything, so that helps me work away in 

school 'cos it’s not my person, if you know what I mean.

Henry’s message is clear: despite the fact that he lives in this area, with its 

negative reputation, he has a positive attitude to school, he “works away” [gets on 

with his work] and is not a “messer” [someone who is disruptive in class] or a 

“header” [someone who is troubled and troublesome]. His conception of his self- 

identity is positive and he sees himself as a hard working student. At the same time 

he does not disidentify with the area he comes from and does not disconnect his self- 

identity with his social identity. Rather than differentiate between himself and the 

sorts of people who live in the area, Henry attempts to show that peoples’s negative 

conceptions of the area are flawed and that he and “the people I stall with” represent 

the reality of life on his council estate. Rather than disidentify with negative 

sterotypes, he completely rejects them. It is also important to him that he is not 

treated as inferior in school, and he says of his teachers, “They don't try to put you 

down or treat you like you are nothing. They treat you the way you should be
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treated”. This implies that he is aware of the potential for being treated like 

“nothing” if you are from a background like his.

In school Henry says that he can be “himself’. It is important to note that he is 

the sort of boy whose habitus chimes with the institution, and the attitudes of the 

teaching body, in general. As previously discussed in Chapter 5, and as will be 

developed through in-depth discussions of other boys later in this chapter, not all 

working-class boys accord with the institution in terms of habitus. What is also 

worth noting with regard to Henry’s comments on being treated well in school is his 

understanding of general prejudices within society against working-class people. In 

focus groups and interviews he brings up the issue of being negatively valued 

because of where he lives. He develops the theme of being “himself and being 

accepted through discusson of his model of his identity within school. Henry’s 

model (Figure 12 below) represents his interest in breakdancing, but the different 

colours of the model take on their own meaning. He says, “I’m not just one type of 

person, like, there’s all these different sides, different colours”. Henry says that he 

can express all his different sides both inside school and outside, “1 won't put on a 

show in school to make people think ‘Aye, he’s Jack the lad,’ and then outside 

school be completely different, like ... I am who I am inside or outside.”

Figure 12: Different Sides, Different Colours

Henry conveys strongly that his home and school identities are aligned. He is the 

sort of pupil who might be described as a ‘cheeky chappy’, and enjoys bantering
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with teachers. He presents what teachers in Jackson’s (2010) research described as 

an “unproblematic laddish” identity, which is characterised by light-hearted 

cheekiness. This enables Henry to maintain an informal and positive relationship 

with his teachers (I often witnessed Henry chatting to teachers in the corridor on the 

way to class and “having a laff ‘ with them), which in turn enables him to feel at ease 

in school and happy about working hard. It also allows him to maintain the bantering 

aspect of his working-class masculine identity, that forms part of his habitus. 

Arguably, Henry’s working-class masculine identity is not just unproblematic, it is 

in fact positive: he likes school, he works hard and he uses his working-class identity 

to engage with and develop relationships with teachers. He is simultaneously able to 

maintain his identity and do well at school. Henry’s working-class identity is 

expressed through his love of friendly (but cheeky) banter as well as his sportiness. 

Henry is very sporty and used to play basketball for the school team. He is also very 

enthusiastic about girls: in a video he made as a part of the research he shot footage 

of his journey home, including some giggling about girls who were walking on other 

side of the road and shouting flirtatious comments at him and his mates (such as 

“My mate fancies you!”). In these ways he is a typical working-class Tad’. In 

working-class male circles, as demonstrated by Willis (1977) and Mac an Ghaill 
(1994) among others (see for example MacLeod 1987; Nayak & Kehily 1997) being 

able to banter with your mates is an important means for boys to develop a good 

position in the masculine hierarchy. However, Francis (1999) points out that 

“classroom behaviours involved in Taddish" performances impede learning” (see 

also Epstein et al. 1998; Martino 1999; Francis 2000; Skelton 2001; Jackson 2002; 

Archer et al. 2007). Interestingly, in the case of Henry, this does not ring true. If 

anything, his ability to banter with teachers - undoubtedly a performance of 

masculinity - helps him to build relationships that enable successful learning.

While not wishing to deny that boys who would be described in the literature as 

laddish can also exhibit anti-school, anti-feminine or homophobic attitudes it is 

unfair to assume that these dispositions are an a priori definition of laddishness. 

Rather, laddishness can be seen as a manner of being or a bodily hexis (see Chapter 

3). Boys may carry themselves in a particularly macho way, can be in involved in 

‘masculine activities’ (such as sport or ‘sportive banter’) with or without adopting 

particularly negative attitudes towards women. I wish to argue that Henry is a lad but
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I want to question the conceptualisation of laddishness as something inherently 

negative and challenge the accepted wisdom that it equates to an anti-school attitude. 

Furthermore, despite his laddishness and his overt heterosexuality Henry does not 

adopt the homophobic attitudes that have often been associated with performances of 

machismo. In the following conversation Henry talks about his feelings when 

discovering that one of his good friends is gay.

H: You do have your people in the school that are a bit camp on it 

like, but here - it’s just who they are. And you hear people saying 

things about them. But what if that was like your brother or 

something, who came out of the closet? What if that was your best 

mate for like nine years and he..

N: Do you say this to people?

H: No. I should actually like. Anyway, what if that was your friend 

for nine years and he decided to come out of the closet and tell you 

that he actually did fancy you? My mate did that to me.

N: Did he?

H: Yeah, he’s bisexual and he only told me a couple of weeks ago.

I’ve known him since primary four. Actually, I’ve known him since 

before primary four because his auntie used to live at the bottom of 

my street. He told a guy who only came into school in 2nd year - like 

he’s close with him as well - and he wouldn't tell me. I asked him 

why. I turned round to him and went “Is it because you didn’t know 

how I would take it? How to tell me?” And he’s like “Yeah”. And I 

was like “So you were afraid I wouldn't accept it?” and he’s like 

“Yeah”. I was like. “Mate, don’t worry, you’re my mate. I’ll always 

love you like for who you are”. And he turned round and went, “Ahh 

that’s good” and I went “So do you fancy me?” And he said “Just a 

wee bit”. And I went [laughs loudly and claps hand] “I knew it!”

N: [laughs] What are you like! Were you happy that he fancied you?

H: Yes I was quite chuffed, actually!

N: I reckon you’d have been offended if he'd said no.
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H: Yeah, I would have, actually. I’m nicer looking than Johnny Depp.

Henry provides a good example of a combination of working-class masculinity 

and educational success. His masculinity is also positive as it does not preclude 

emotional sensitivity (he is comfortable expressing love for his gay friend and 

clearly does not see it as a challenge to his heterosexual masculinity), nor does it 

depend on asserting homophobic attitudes. Henry is able to express his emotions and 

talk of loving his homosexual friend. His openness about his feelings and his lack of 

homophobia are at odds with what is typically reported about lads. It is, however, 

interesting that he does not openly challenge his peers about their negative attitudes, 

although we can hope that he might in the future as he acknowledged that he should.

Connell (1987), Epstein (1997) and Martino (1999) argue that hegemonic 

masculinity is constructed in inverse relation to, and subordinates, femininity and 

other forms of masculinity. However, Henry defies this definition as he conforms to 

a culturally exalted form of masculinity, but at the same time has respect for other 

forms of masculinity. Although he is an engaged and hardworking boy he is able to 

maintain his identity. Henry does not just adopt a particular form of masculinity to 

protect himself from bullying: his bantering is part of his working-class identity and 

comes naturally to him, and he is supported not to discard that through finding 
accord with the institutional habitus. For example, a female teacher commented that 

she found him to be a very friendly and charming pupil who would sometimes stay 

behind after class with a friend and “have a bit of craic chatting to me about girls and 

other stuff’. He is able to use his cheeky chappy (unproblematically laddish) 

identity to charm teachers as well as bond with his peers. The difference between his 

habitus, as inculcated by his family background and the habitus of the school is 

negligible. He is not uprooted from his comfort zone and he enjoys a secure and 

comforting alignment which allows him to flourish both educationally and in terms 

of his self-esteem (he is doing very well in all his subjects and is a happy, confident 

boy).

The school’s habitus is reproduced as much through Henry (and boys like him) 

as his habitus is reproduced by the school. While the school continues to achieve 

success through the higher stream boys, the staff (including the principal) can see 

positive results and assume a belief in the effectiveness of the institution. Obviously, 

when looking narrowly at the higher stream, the institution is working very well.
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However, this degree of success perhaps provides the impetus for complacency and 

doesn’t challenge teachers to consider those who do not fit the ideal model of the 

pupil they are comfortable with producing/supporting. Henry typifies what might be 

described as a ‘respectable’ working-class masculinity which is distinct from the 

‘rough’ versions of working-class masculinity (Meyer 1999). I argue that the rough 

versions of masculinity are not supported by the school’s habitus and boys who 

exhibit ‘rough’ characteristics fare less well in the school setting. This will be 

discussed further in the next section with reference to Brendy who is arguably seen 

as too ‘rough’ and so does not gain the respect accorded to the other boys.

6.4 A Re-confirmed Habitus: Brendy

Brendy is a boy from Cloisters, one of the most deprived wards in the area. In terms 

of bodily hexis he differs slightly from Henry in that he has more of a pronounced 

swagger when he walks (what is referred to as a dander in local parlance), his hair is 

shaved and he wears an expression of toughness on his face. These bodily 

expressions combine to give him the appearance of masculine hardness. He lives 

with his mother, who has started her own textiles business. Brendy tells me that she 

started off by making curtains from home and then developed her own business, 

through a local scheme encouraging entrepreneurialism in the community, and now 

employs 17 people. Brendy says that his mum now earns over £22,000 (he tells me 

that this means that he will not receive the educational maintenance allowance which 

his friends are entitled to). He also lives with his older half-sister and her son, 

Jamesy, who is a year older than him. While Jamesy is actually his nephew he refers 

to him as his brother because they grew up together in the same household and are of 

similar age. Brendy’s father, who is a joiner, is separated from his mother but lives 

nearby and he sees him occasionally. His parents are in their fifties, which makes 

them significantly older than most of the parents of his peers, who mostly range from 

early thirties to forties. Despite his mum’s recent business success he lives in the 

most deprived ward in the area (see Chapter 5) and is aware of how he is negatively 

valued because of where he lives. He is not only aware of this pathologization but is 

also highly offended by it, and refuses to accept the legitimacy of the value 

judgements. This will be further discussed later in this chapter. His free time outside 

of school is spent on hanging out with his ‘brother’ and their mates (some of whom 

are 18 plus) as well as sitting around at home with his girlfriend of two years.
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Brendy produced a video of his life beyond the school gate and this provides 

great insight into his background and habitus, as it captures a snapshot of a typical 

experience in his daily existence. The video shows a group of about eight lads, aged 

between 13 and 18 (as well as one girl who does not speak during the scene) dressed 

in tracksuits and hoodies, standing around on the street bantering and swearing a lot, 

using broad Belfast accents. Some of the lads are drinking cans of beer and some are 

smoking cigarettes. Some are wearing baseball caps, some have their hoods up and 

those with visible heads all have very short hair (a typical 'smick" haircut and one 

that was de rigueur in St. John's School). Two of the boys engage in a hostile 

exchange of words, which hovers on the boundary between banter and caustic 

argument. The following transcript of their conversation involves some description 

of the scene.

Darzo: Can’t even understand fuckin English?

Gazza: [walks up to Darzo with knitted eyebrows and a serious look 

on his face] What you say?

Darzo: Calm yourself or something.

Gazza: Darzo, don't be slabberin’ and acting the hard man.

Darzo: You’re the one slabberin’, Gazza.

[Gazza pretends to elbow Darzo in the face and then walks away. The 

others jeer and laugh. Darzo puts his head down.]

Darzo: Wise up, Mark [Gazza’s Teal' name],

[The others laugh and someone out of shot calls out “Spidey [a 

synonym for ‘smicky’] bastard!”]

Gazza: Darzo, just buck your fuckin’ - just buck your sister quicker.

[swigs back on his can of beer]

Darzo: Just buck your own sister quicker

Gazza: Believe me son. I'm not related to you. You’re not my 

brother.

Darzo: Fucking right you're not related to me.

Rico: I don’t look like any fucking spoon.
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Darzo: Aye, you look like a fuckin gyp [short for ‘gypsy’ and used in 

a derogatory way to connote dirtiness. The use of this term is 

obviously based on taken-for-granted racist attitudes towards travelers 

that are prevalent in the community.]

[Others burst out laughing.]

Gazza: I'd rather look like a gyp than look like you.

[Others cheer.]

Darzo: You'd rather look like a gyp than look like me? Wise up,

Mark.

[Other boys begin laughing and talking amongst themselves]

Darzo: Fat Kelly’s your da.

Gazza: Nah, my da’s ugly, a dopey cunt still, like, but it's not Fat 

Kelly.

Darzo: Aye, it’s close to it anyway 

Gazza: Dinger Sands is your uncle 

Darzo: He’s definitely not, you.

Gazza: You signed up for the Ra [slang for IRA], you skunk.

Darzo: Here, I’m only 13 so how da fuck did I sign for the Ra?

Brendy and his mates appear to be very similar to Willis’ lads in terms of their 

presentation, manner, dialogue and some of their practices, although obviously 

geographically and temporally removed. Brendy, like Willis’ (1977) “lads” and 

MacLeod's (2009) “hallway hangers” enjoys drinking as well as smoking weed and 

hanging out with the lads in his working-class neighbourhood. Both Willis and 

MacLeod’s ethnographies show how “sportive banter” (MacLeod 2009, p.29) is a 

central practice in working-class male culture. However, like the example presented 

here, this banter can teeter on the edge of nastiness and can sometimes go far enough 

to become a fight. MacLeod cautions, “Sometimes, of course, real venom lies behind 

the words. In that case, size and strength are the crucial elements for success in an 

altercation. For behind all the posturing lies the reality of the pecking order, which is 

determined primarily by physical toughness” (ibid.). Brendy’s video shows boys
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bantering and posturing aggressively, and their dialogue bears a striking resemblance 

to that of MacLeod's “hallway hangers”. This snapshot of Brendy’s life, made 

available by the use of participant video, vibrantly captures the influences that he is 

exposed to in his life. On the basis of this snapshot, given the literature on working- 

class boys and the statistics on poor achievement for young men from the local area, 

one might assume that Brendy would have a negative attitude toward education. 

What is really interesting, for me, is that he does not.

While Brendy socializes with the aforementioned crowd of young men, and 

presumably engages in similar practices, he is nonetheless (within the interview) 

critical of these practices of “slegging” [insulting banter]. He says:

Anything we do and anything we say and especially where you come 

from as well. It’s like the street you come from, the area you come 

from. I'm like from Cloisters and a couple of them are from Hillvale 

and it's always “Aye Cloisters is stinking, Cranview is trampy, 

Hillvale is leapin'” [disgusting]. They are just like you know: “My 

street’s cleaner.” Like what’s the point? Every street’s the same. They 

are always trying to look for these wee things to separate people, 

seclude them from other groups. They are always looking for reasons 

to pick out what’s wrong with it. And I really hate that, so I do. I hate 

a lot of things now, don’t I?

What is interesting is that although Brendy takes part in the social practice of 

slegging - even if this participation is implicit through being part of the crowd and 

joining in with the laughter when two people are posturing and bantering and using 

homophobic and misogynistic language - he nonetheless is critical of this practice. 

What annoys him particularly is slegging that relates to judgements about his 

neighbourhood, his accent or his mother. As mentioned, the neighbourhood in which 

Brendy lives is pathologized. It is very deprived and even within the wider working- 

class community it has a negative reputation. This reputation is a source of 

annoyance to Brendy as it leaves him open to judgements and teasing from other 

boys in the school (who come from nearby streets that have a similar character and 

level of deprivation). He is unhappy about the labels that are attached to him because 

he is from a working-class neighbourhood and has a particular accent. This is clear 

in the following conversation.
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N: So you’re from Cloisters? What’s it like there?

B: That’s where more or less everyone in my year is from. You are 

more or less a smick if you come from there. I have to say I do talk in 

a certain way, yes, but you don't look at one person and get one 

impression of them. Ah right, I’m from Cloisters, straight away that’s 

you - I mean you’re labeled!4 It’s really really crappy. I mean that’s 

more or less what this school is about. This school is slegging your 

mum, your family and where you come from. All of those things and 

more or less what you make, what your mum or dad makes and all 

that. That’s why when people ask me I just don’t answer them. Like 

why should they know and want to know. It’s so they can label me.

Brendy refuses to accept the legitimacy of the negative judgements of others, but 

he is evidently affected by them and this induces anger. Sayer (2005), in his book on 

moral judgements and class, lists five responses to contemptuous class judgements. 

One of these he describes as “rightly feeling confident that the other’s contempt is 

misplaced and hence feeling no shame (warranted refusal of other’s contempt)” (p. 

158), and another as “feeling shame despite disagreement with the other’s negative 

judgements (unwarranted but overriding shame)” (ibid.). I would argue that Brendy 

feels the shame that others try to impose on him because of (among other things) 

where he lives and his accent, and that it impacts on him emotionally, but that he 

thinks that it is unwarranted. He fits in with Sayer’s “unwarranted but overriding 

shame” category.

The issue of being judged stands out very clearly in Brendy’s transcript. There 

are difficult tensions between his habitus (as developed through his experiences of 

life within his working-class family and community) and his experiences within the 

school. Within school he experiences the devaluation of what he has hitherto 

accepted as the “natural” way of being a working-class boy. He encounters a 

devaluation of his neighbourhood and a negative judgement of his accent and bodily 

hexis, which imposes a label of worthlessness (“trampy”) and stupidity amongst 

some of his peers. His particular type of working-class identity finds better accord

4 Although this seems to contradict my claim that the school supports working-class 
culture it is important to note that this slegging was part of the culture. The boys 
would denigrate each other’s area even if they were from a similarly marginalized 
place.
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with the non-academic boys within the school who are being supported to find 

pathways to the labour market. His response to this is interesting. He is painfully 

aware that the judgements and labeling are a response to his manner of being (his 

habitus) and in particular how this is expressed through bodily hexis in the form of 

his accent and ways of carrying himself. However, his reaction is not to modify his 

way of presenting himself (either through deliberate effort or through non-conscious 

internalization of the values inherent within the structures of the school field). 

Having encountered the structures within the school field he becomes aware of other 

ways of being, ways of thinking feeling and acting. He appears to deliberate on these 

meanings, which may be described in Bourdieuian terms as schemes of perception, 

i.e. ways of thinking, feeling and acting. As a result of his deliberations his 

dispositions and bodily hexis remain somewhat unaltered, although challenged. 

Arguably this involves an element of reflexivity evidenced by the fact that Brendy 

discusses his awareness of the influences acting upon him and the expectations, in 

terms of his dispositions, that accompany his position as a successful working-class 

teenage boy. On the one hand he is very committed to his working-class identity and 

attempts to maintain it by remaining loyal to his friends who are deemed unworthy 

(by some peers and some teachers) because they are smicks and in the bottom 

classes at school. In this way it could be argued that his habitus is re-confirmed. The 

structures pertaining to the two main fields within his life, i.e. the school field and 

the home/community field, permeate his habitus. The schemes of perception 

engendered through the internalization of the structures of the originary 

(home/community) field override the potential development of new schemes through 

the internalization of the structures pertaining to the new field. Brendy’s 

dispositions, therefore, remain congruent with the field of origin, allowing him to 

continue to fit in with his neighbourhood friends.

However, this is not to say that the new field has not had some effect on his 

habitus. While there is evidence that he rejects the structuring influence of this field 

and his originary habitus has been re-confirmed, he has nonetheless been opened to 

the possibility of viewing the world in other ways. He shows an awareness of the 

incongruence between his position/dispositions and his ambition to become a comic 

book artist. He also shows some evidence that he is conflicted between a positive 

attitude to education and an adherence to the dispositions he has acquired through his 

life within his neighbourhood. This conflict is communicated through his model of
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his identity (Figure 13 below), which is a model of a rabbit smoking a joint with a 

marijuana leaf on one side and a big carrot on the other. Brendy interprets the carrot 

as the opportunity to gain GCSEs and sums it up in the following way:

B: What’s a rabbit like when he has a carrot? He doesn’t know what 

to do with it. You see, when I’m in school, you don’t really know 

what to do with classes. You go into one class you have a - yes - task 

to do but 1 mean like why? There’s a couple of specific classes and I 

don’t even know why I’m there. The rabbit with the carrot is, he has 

something in his hand but whaf s he going to do with it? Is he going 

to eat it or is he going to throw it away?

Figure 13: The Rabbit and the Carrot

Brendy has been offered a “big carrot” in the form of a good education, which will 

help him to get on the trajectory he needs to be on in order to realize his goal of 

becoming a comic book artist. At the same time his position is not secure and he
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seems to be unsure about the outcome and the path he is going to take: “Is he going 

to eat it or is he going to throw it away?” Although he doesn't explicitly talk about 

the joint as the alternative to the carrot, it is interesting that the joint is what he 

placed in the rabbit’s mouth. When making the models he made the rabbit, the carrot 

and the joint as three separate objects but was encouraged by his friends to put the 

joint in its mouth. Significantly, smoking weed features heavily in Brendy’s 

discussion. It is something that he does regularly and it is something that has got him 

into trouble with teachers in school as well as with his mum at home. While he 

openly admits that smoking dope is part of who he is and what he does, he is also 

very resentful of being labeled as a “stoner” by others because of the negative moral 

connotations that go with the label.

B: It’s who you run about with. I mean, I run about with a couple of 

mates, one of them’s a year younger than me. He’s really really 

smicky, like the real McCoy but he’s still my mate. And people just - 

I mean he could turn round and he could kill them and he doesn’t. It’s 

just as simple as that. The people in my year turn round and say,

“Aye, Darzo lad”. I mean that's what you call him, Darren - Darzo.

And people automatically go “aye smick”. That’s what you hear 

going about the school, “smick smick”. They say because you hang 

about with Darzo and themins [the others] you’re a smick as well. It’s 

all coming back to judging and labeling.

N: I’ve noticed the label smick - it’s not a label that someone claims 

for themselves.

B: Aye, no one’s proud to be a smick. It is really offensive, like why 

would you even put a label on it in the first place? My friends range, 

like I'm a smart comic artist - yet I smoke dope. I still do the same 

things, like I go out and play football and yet there’s people in your 

class - they're like “aye he doesn't do nothing.”

As a working-class lad Brendy is labeled in a certain way. While on the surface 

there are a lot of similarities between Willis’ lads and Brendy there are also some 

important differences, which were explicated through the use of the visual methods 

and the in-depth conversation (based on reflection) that these afforded. Brendy’s

141



attitude to education contrasts greatly with the lads in Willis’ ethnography. He is in 

the top class at school and is very keen to do well in his GCSEs. With the exception 

of one subject, in which he clashes with the teacher, he is very engaged in learning 

and says that he loves his subjects and is very attentive in class.

He aspires to a career as a comic artist and is keen to come back to the school 

after GCSEs to do A levels and then go on to Art College to do a degree. He says 

that he has always loved drawing and that being a comic artist is his dream job. He 

has a clear idea of what qualifications he needs and what educational pathway he 

needs to take to realise his ambition. What is most interesting about his positive 

attitude to education is that it contradicts the stereotype of working-class lads 

presented in most previous research. Willis’ working-class boys with positive 

attitudes to education were not lads. They were ’ear ‘oles’ - conformists. Brendy 

could not be categorised as such. He doesn't present a good boy identity. He has had 

clashes with some teachers and he can be perceived as cheeky in class. Some 

teachers have an understanding of and respect for his class background and 

accommodate him, even motivate him. Brendy is not only aware of the efforts some 

teachers have made with him but is in fact grateful and appreciative of this.

B: It’s like Mr. Nettie’s class there. The way he teaches. It’s the way 
you teach as a teacher. Like if you connect to a pupil then you are 

going to have a real attentive pupil there.

N: And you get on well with Mr. Nettie?

B: Yeah, I mean we have had our mishaps. He’s my form teacher as 

well. We’ve had really really low moments.

N: Have you?

B: Yes!

N: But that’s good that you get on with him despite that.

B: Even that he’s still giving me. I mean we’ve passed our life work.

He doesn't give up on a pupil even if a pupil gives up on himself. If 

you give up he’ll be there for you no matter what. He really is a good 

teacher.
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However, this positive relationship of mutual understanding and respect does not 

exist between Brendy and all of his teachers. What is interesting in the case of his 

connection with Mr. Nettie is that Mr. Nettie grew up in the local area, and although 

he has been socially and geographically mobile he retains his strong working-class 

accent and arguably an understanding of being a working-class boy. He teaches, 

among other things, sociology, and develops good relationships with the pupils. 

Having a good relationship with his teacher and seeing that the teacher genuinely 

cares about him is very important to Brendy and helps him to do well in class. In 

contrast when he feels that a teacher does not like him it has a strong negative effect. 

He tells me about knowing when teachers don't like him:

B: Yeah, you look at teachers and you know that they don't like you 

and yet they have to put up with you.

N: How do you know?

B: Well someone will ask them a question and they’ll come over and 

answer it with a load of detail. And if you ask them they’ll come over 

to you and they’ll really not want to spend time with you.

It is fascinating that Brendy talks about knowing whether a teacher likes him or not 

just from looking. These sorts of exchanges are subtle but teachers can communicate 

their opinions and feelings through bodily and facial expressions. They can let a 

child know if they approve or disapprove of them with just a glance. Brendy picks 

up on this point later in the interview, which suggests that it significantly affects his 

school life. The following is from a discussion about the fact that Brendy hangs out 

with boys from the lowest academic stream.

B: Plus the way teachers look at you when you stand with them [the 

lower-stream boys who are his friends],

N: Tell me about that.

B: You know the way if you’re a smoker. Right, 1 smoke in school 

but they look at you like “there’s no point in spending time on him”.

They are not going to give you a chance. That is why I don’t like 

sports studies as well. Me and Aaron we’re in his sports studies class 

and he just looks at us. You can see the way he looks at everyone 

else, people are handing up their work and then he just looks down at
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us. Just, he’s told us and all like that we are useless and all that and 

that is simply the way he has put it. You are not capable of doing the 

work. And yet we are capable, we’ve handed in some of the work.

The looks that Brendy receives from teachers make him feel worthless and 

patronized. This adds further to his insecurities about being judged and labeled. He 

feels judged by his teachers and his peers and does not seem to fit very well with an 

educationally successful identity. His response to this is defiance rather than defeat. 

He refuses to reshape his identity in order to be acceptable, despite the fact that his 

“unacceptability” is offensive to him. This defiance manifests in a determination to 

prove his worth. He says:

B: 1 want to turn round to all the wee people in my class and just go 

“right, there you go!” A couple of people have turned round and said 

“you're not going to get your gcses”. Eventually, when I do it just 

turn round and show them and they can’t turn up their noses at it.

Brendy feels a tension in school because of his unapologetic and overtly 

working-class masculinity, which is not of the ‘respectable’ variety accepted, by 

some teachers and peers, as compatible with educational success. There is a 

disconnect between his habitus and that of the school; and this is keenly felt by 

Brendy. The school field and the home field are not in easy alignment, meaning that 

Brendy is pulled in different directions by the influences of both. However, despite 

this habitus tug Brendy’s orginary habitus is re-confirmed. Although this disconnect 

creates a degree of isolation for him within the school, he does not allow it to alter 

his working-class identity. This does not mean that he is unaffected by tug that has 

been created by his experiences. He shows an awareness of the forces at play - the 

tension between being a particular type of working-class boy and striving for 

educational success - and he is affected by the disjunction between two fields. This 

manifests in feelings of anger and frustration about being judged for being too 

smicky or too working-class by his teachers and working-class peers. Through his 

discussions with me Brendy shows that he is a reflective and emotionally sensitive 

young man. He shows that he is able to consider these tensions in his identity and (to 

an extent) reconcile his working-class habitus with educational success by accepting 

that one does not preclude the other - despite external expectations, structural 

constraints, and general prejudices. Brendy is able to defy the constraints, is aware of
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the structures, and questions the taken-for-granted assumptions that are imposed on 

him. In order to do so he has to be incredibly resilient, as he is under near-constant 

pressure to consider himself an out-of-place misfit.

6.5 A Reconciled Habitus: Ollie

Ollie (like most of the others I talked to in this school) is from Hillvale, one of the 

more deprived estates in the area. His mother is a school lunchtime supervisor by 

day, comes home for two hours and then goes out to work as a barmaid. His dad 

works as a graphic designer, a job he has had since he was 17. He produces the 

layout for a local magazine and has worked his way up to the position of designer 

through hard work and effort. When the company recently stopped doing the design 

work in-house and started outsourcing the work to another company, Ollie’s father 

kept his position with the new company but now has to travel fifty miles to and from 

work each day, instead of the few miles to the city centre where he was previously 

located. Ollie describes him as one of the “important designers” and says this is why 

he kept his job. Neither of his parents have a university education, although 

economically they are in a relatively good position (compared to some other 

working-class people). For example, they have been able to buy their council house. 

Evidently, they have to work very hard for everything as his mother works two low 

paid jobs and his father travels every day to work in another city. His parents seem to 

be economically aspirational and his father has been socially mobile to the extent 

that his employment status may push him into a middle-class occupational category.

However, I would argue that the family as a whole should not be positioned as 

middle-class on the basis of the father’s occupation. Rather, the whole picture should 

be considered in order to understand the nuances that help to characterize the 

family’s position in social space. This should take account of Ollie’s mother’s 

occupation(s) as well as both parents’ educational and occupational trajectories. 

While his father has a skilled office-based job that has taken him out of the local area 

(itself significant because of the potential for expanding horizons through 

experiences beyond a relatively homogeneous community), the family have 

remained within the largely working class area that they come from, his mother’s 

jobs are low-paid and considered to be low-skilled, and neither of his parents has 

experience of higher education. Considering all of these factors it seems incorrect to 

presume that Ollie has experienced all the educational privileges of a middle-class
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upbringing. However, he does not conform to the conventional model of a working- 

class boy from this locality.

Ollie is very positive about his parents and his relationship with them. He talks of 

sitting round and discussing things as a family, such as school choices. He also says 

that his parents would always “do things with us ... they take me out to miniature 

golf and keep me amused in the summer. On a sunny day my mum and dad would 

take me to the beach but my friend just sits in and plays the Playstation.” Clearly, his 

parents invest a lot of time, money and effort in striving to give their children (Ollie 

has a younger brother) opportunities and a secure home environment. They also 

support his activities within the school - both academic and extra-curricular. For the 

past year Ollie has been learning to play the guitar in school as part of his studies for 

GCSE Music. His parents have encouraged him in this and have bought him musical 

instruments They have also supported him by encouraging/allowing him to go on 

school trips. He has been selected to go on two school trips abroad, one to Belgium 

and the other to support charity work in India, with organizations that the school 

have developed links with. Through a combination of school and parental support 

Ollie has developed an incredibly assertive approach to developing cultural capital 

through both extra-curricular and academic activities. On top of the activities already 

mentioned he plays basketball and won the school’s ‘most improved player of the 

year’ award this year. On the face of it Ollie appears to fit in very well at school, and 

his home environment and school environment seem to align and mutually support 

him to succeed. On one level there is no evidence of a clash between his habitus and 

the institutional habitus, and in terms of his relationship with teachers his 

experiences of school are characterised by ease and acceptance. It would be difficult 

for teachers to fault him as he is hard-working, attentive, friendly and enthusiastic.

However, there is something of an uneasy tension between Ollie’s habitus and 

his overall fit within the school. It was perceptible when first meeting him. He is 

softly spoken, gentle in manner and not the archetype of “hard” or macho working- 

class masculinity. His facial expressions, deportment, gait, voice and gestures mark 

him as different to the average boy within the school, who on the whole give the 

appearance of a fairly macho bunch. As explained in Chapter 3, Bourdieu refers to 

these non-conscious bodily patterns of form and movement as bodily hexis: “Body 

hexis speaks directly to the motor function, in the form of a pattern of postures that is 

both individual and systematic, because linked to a whole system of techniques
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involving the body and tools, and charged with a host of social meanings and 

values.” (Bourdieu 1977, p.87 emphasis in original). The bodily hexis in Ollie’s case 

can therefore be seen as the embodied expression of habitus - the way in which the 

habitus is inscribed on the body. In Ollie’s case, his sensitive disposition is written 

on his body through his manner, facial expressions and ways of carrying himself. As 

Ollie is recognizably different through his bodily hexis so he is judged according to 

the meanings that are / are not inscribed on his body. In short, Ollie’s habitus is not 

fully aligned with the vast majority of boys within this school. This statement, of 

course, risks accusations of homogenizing working-class boys. It is, however, 

important to note (as discussed in Chapter 5) that while the boys in this study occupy 

different positions within the community field - depending on their family’s amount 

of economic, social and cultural capital - they are from a fairly cohesive community 

with a strong sense of collective identity. Many families have been living in the 

locality for several generations and families tend to have strong kinship and social 

bonds with oneanother. These ties of commonality and shared experiences lead to a 

degree of homagamy in terms of dispostions and world view. Furthermore, the boys 

attending St. John’s tend to be drawn from the wards at the lower end of the 

deprivation scale among the area’s already below average range of wards (and Ollie 

is no different to his peers in this respect). Ollie’s difference in hexis betrays his 

deviation from the common working-class disposition, a feature that is value-laden, 

in terms of what it denotes. It also invites value-laden judgements from others. In 

developing his particular hexis he did not develop a hexis that is typical of working- 

class boys. This difference marks who he is and who he is not. This differentiation 

from others is not necessarily conscious, just as the reactions to his hexis are not 

necessarily purposive actions that the boys fully consider to be predicated on 

difference.

Ollie has, however, come to understand himself as different to others. When 

asked to produce a video of his identity using a hand-held Flip video camera (see 

Chapter 4) Ollie used the camera almost like a diary to record his thoughts and 

feelings. Fie produced several short clips where he turned the camera on but covered 

the lens and just recorded his own voice. The first thing he says is “I think I’m kinda 

different from people, well I try to be different because why copy people? Why do 

things that other people do? I try to be different from people.” He has come to 

understand himself as different to the others and has perhaps come to accept these
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differences. While he seems to be content to be different, and in some way wants to 

be different, he has not had an easy time in school. In another video clip he says:

It was very hard for me when I first came to secondary school. 1 was 

bullied a lot and 1 was pushed around a lot but now fm starting to 

wise up and make friends. I’ve made quite a lot of new friends.

He tells me in an interview that the people he is now friends with (including Henry 

from this study, discussed above) are some of the boys who bullied him at first when 

he arrived in the school. Ollie, however, doesn't seem to want to paint himself as a 

victim. While he was able to communicate, through the medium of video, that he had 

experienced bullying, he did not like to pursue this matter in interviews. What he did 

say was that he received support from the school and that he manages to get along 

with people now. He goes on to present his experience of schooling in very positive 

terms:

O: Well, the first two years I found really hard because 1 found it 

difficult to make new friends, and like I was also getting bullied.

N: Why do you think that was?

O: I don't know, youngest and smallest maybe. I got pushed around 

the corridors. 1 just didn’t like it at the start but then the teacher 

stepped in, helped me out and they just basically helped me make 

friends, you know. I got along and the people who were bullying me 

then are some of my really good friends.

N: What did you think of the other boys at that time?

O: To me they were all new people. Like they were all different in 

their own ways. But I just eventually got along with them. Like we’d 

all have our own crowd we’d stand in. Like at break and lunch, 

sometimes if I’m not in the library, sometimes you would stand in 

your own crowd and you would talk, or you’d go to other crowds and 

you'd mix in you know? Like, it's easy to get along with and the 

school’s a good place for it.

Ollie stresses that he gets along with people. However, his use of the phrase “I'm 

starting to wise up and make friends" (from the video) reveals that he locates some
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of the causes for his bullying in his own deficiencies. It also suggests that he has had 

to make changes in himself (his habitus) in order to accommodate his new friends 

(and their habitus). Even though he has made changes in order to fit in, such as 

joining in with banter and avoiding the 'hardest’ males, Ollie still retains elements of 

bodily hexis that set him apart from the others, suggesting that he has not completely 

over-ridden his originary habitus in response to his school experiences. Although he 

has had to work through some difficulties in order to fit in he appears to be able to 

reconcile the conflicting influences of the home and school fields.

Furthermore the flexibility that he has developed through his experiences of the 

conflict have perhaps generated, or enhanced his, emotionally sensitivity to those 

who are seen as different within the school environment. This emotional sensitivity 

may be seen as a valuable asset that Ollie can mobilise in order to make friends. This 

is exemplified in the following discussion.

O: Also, Tin friendly with people as well. I came into school with no 

friends. 1 make friends quite easily. And at lunchtimes I would go into 

the library where there’s sorta like kids that are slightly under 

privileged. I would go in and sit with them and chat away with them 

and I’ve made friends with them over the last two years.

N: When you say the kids are under privileged, like why are they in 

the library?

O: They would rather go there and eat their lunch than sit in the 

dinner hall with their friends.

N: Why is that?

O: It is just their choice, I don’t know. Strange. It’s like people from 

different backgrounds or religions, like say, my friend is Aleksy, he’s 

from Poland and he would go in there at lunch times rather than go 

outside. I would go in and Td sit and eat my lunch and I would chat 

away with him.

N: Is it because of bullying? Has there been bullying or anything?

O: No, it isn’t bullying at all. He just goes in there. I always 

wondered where he went at lunch and I asked if I could go and sit 

with him and have a chat and then the other people in the library
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would come around our table and we would sit and have a big 

conversation.

Ollie's emotional assets may be seen as a form of cultural capital and manifests in 

the “embodied state, i.e., in the form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind and 

body” (Bourdieu 1986, p.17). Perhaps, through his own experiences of not quite 

fitting in, he is able to connect with those boys in the school who would be seen as 

outsiders (i.e. boys from migrant families who are in a very small minority in this 

part of the city where immigration has not been great). He is able to use his 

sensitivity to connect with others and make friends. This is a further demonstration 

of Ollie’s flexible habitus. He seems to have found a way of accommodating others 

and gets along with people who are not necessarily like himself. Arguably, this 

ability will make it easier for him to fit in at university when faced with people from 

a range of backgrounds. The flexibility enables him to reconcile the conflicting 

forces exerted by his home and school environments. 01 lie has managed to 

successfully reconcile his social class and his educational success by being versatile 

and flexible.

6.6 Summary
This chapter has explored the processes involved in being an academically 

successful boy at St John’s, the secondary school. 1 have looked at the degree of fit 

or dissonance between the boys’ habitus and that of the institution. For many of the 

boys from my sample in this school, there was a reasonable degree of alignment 

between their habitus and the institutional habitus. Henry exemplified this alignment. 

He appeared to be a ‘fish in water'and said that he was able to be who he wanted to 

be both inside and outside of school. However, there are boys who do not find things 

so easy. Brendy and Ollie, each in their own ways, have struggled with their 

dispositions. Each has also found a different way of managing the struggle, which 

can be conceptualised as different types of habitus tug. The two boys have 

reconciled the internalization of the conflicting schemes of perception from the two 

fields in different ways. The habitus typology has been useful in analyzing these 

differing processes. The two habitus types that were used for analysis of the boys in 

this school are summarized below, with reference to the boy who is categorized in 

each type.
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Re-confirmed habitus (Brendy)

The habitus struggle seems to be more acute for Brendy, who frames it in terms 

of a choice between education (symbolized by the carrot) or his peer group 

(symbolized by the joint). He has internalized the structuring forces of each of these 

fields and in doing so has internalized contradiction (Lahire 2008). However, his 

originary habitus remains strong, and with a degree of awareness he refuses to 

conform to some of the dispositions that tend to go with someone in his position (i.e. 

an aspirational working-class boy in the top stream). While there is evidence of some 

form of habitus tug Brendy’s habitus can be viewed as re-confirmed. It would be 

easy for him to leave behind his friends who are in the lower streams in favour of 

“stalling" [hanging out] with his classmates in school and being more like them and 

less like a smick. Certainly this would mean that he would be treated more 

favourably by them. Despite recognizing that his habitus is devalued through the 

things that pupils say to him and the way that some teachers treat him, he adheres to 

it. In his manner and attitude he has much in common with his ‘smick' friends and 

he prefers to be with them. His desire to achieve good GCSEs and go to university is 

the only point of similarity between him and his classmates, but this is also the point 

of departure for his identification with his home peers. It is probable that his 

mother’s aspirational attitude and social mobility has something to do with this, 

adding further complexity to the myriad of influences on his habitus. Crossing the 

boundaries between fields and internalizing the contradictory structures has arguably 

afforded a degree of reflexivity in terms of how Brendy thinks about his position and 

disposition. It is obvious that he does at least reflect upon them and is able to 

understand how his habitus carries a certain value (although he obviously does not 

frame it in these terms). He seems to question the arbitrariness of this value when he 

asks why he should be labeled a certain way, and is determined to prove that despite 

being the person he is he can still achieve highly.

Reconciled Habitus (Ollie)

Ollie has also been through a certain amount of struggle in order to find his place 

within the school. Similarly, his originary habitus does not fit well within the school 

where it is exposed to structuring influences, which are alien to those of which it is 

the product. The outcome for him is, however, different to the outcome for Brendy. 

Similarly, though, the lack of fit relates to peers and the dispositions that go with a
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habitus that is within the range of a normative habitus for a boy attending the school. 

He was initially unable to fit in as his habitus was just a little bit too different from 

the others. However, there was enough commonality for Ollie to avoid becoming a 

complete outcast and for him to connect with the high achieving working-class boys. 

Indeed, his experience of school improved once the classes were streamed for GCSE 

pathways (academic or vocational). He has managed to go from being bullied by the 

boys to being accepted as a friend. It is interesting that he says that he “wise[d] up”, 

suggesting that he locates the reason for his bullying as a deficiency within himself 

and that he has changed his practices in some way in order to accommodate the 

influencing structures of the school field.

However. Ollie’s struggle does not seem to be ongoing. The bullying and the 

lack of fit are in the past. He is now doing really well within the school, both socially 

and academically. He has lots of friends within his class whom he walks home with 

and sees outside of school. He is involved with sport and many extra-curricular 

activities offered by the school and is expected to do very well in his GCSEs. He 

speaks very highly of the school and even tries to convince his father that it would be 
a good place for his brother to attend. In spite of the early struggles Ollie arguably 

has managed to reconcile his originary habitus with that demanded from the school 

field, and so has been categorized as having a reconciled habitus. He has done this 

without having to shift his dispositions too drastically. In some ways he remains a bit 

different to the other boys (and states that he is happy to be so) but in other ways he 

has changed. He started playing sport and has perhaps found this to be an entry into 

an acceptable working-class masculinity. With him we can see the way that a 

working-class boy can refuse to conform to a 'hard’ masculinity if given the right 

support from school and if given the opportunity to find dispositional commonality 

with other working-class boys. In this case he managed to connect with socially 

aspiring boys because the disconnection between their habitus was not too great to 

be overcome. He shows a degree of flexibility in habitus (see Sweetman 2003), 

which arguably increases his potential for success.
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7 GRAMMAR SCHOOL BOYS

7.1 Introduction

This chapter focuses on the experiences of the working-class boys within the 

grammar school and how (or whether) these boys reconcile their habitus with the 

institutional habitus of the school (see Chapter 5). The relationship between the 

boys’ habitus and the habitus promoted, inculcated and valued by the institution will 

be discussed. As established in Chapter 5, the school has a very academic ethos with 

a fairly strict approach to discipline. The boys are therefore expected to comply with 

hard and fast rules of conduct, and to demonstrate particular dispositions, attitudes 

and manners, in order to fit into the learning environment of St. Matthew’s. At the 

same time the boys have grown up in a working-class neighbourhood where 

academic and cultural dispositions have developed that are not necessarily aligned 

with the school field. They have developed ways of communicating, manners and 

attitudes that are appropriate within their neighbourhoods and families but are 
perhaps not similarly valued within the school. This chapter will explore some of the 

tensions that arise when the boys’ habitus encounter the school field. I discuss the 

different effects on the habitus of different boys in terms of degrees of reconciliation 

(or lack thereof) of the different dispositions generated through encounters with(in) 

multiple fields. Using the theoretical framework developed in Chapter 3, I will 

consider the ways in which plural dispositions can operate within the habitus.

The theoretical framework is based on the idea that the boys develop ways of 

being - internalizing ways of thinking and feeling within two main fields: the 

originary field of home/neighbourhood and the school field. The majority of the 15 

St. Matthew’s boys in this study show evidence of at least one of these four different 

ways in which an individual habitus responds to and within the school field.
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Table 5 gives an overview of each boy’s state of habitus in terms of the outcome of 

the dialectical confrontation between the field of home/neighbourhood and the field 

of school, using the four-way theoretical framework developed in Chapter 3. Some 

boys don't show any evidence of a negotiation of different dispositions or internal 

struggling. In these cases I have defined their habitus as supported, since it is in 

alignment with the institutional habitus of the school. Interestingly, these tend to be 

boys from the more socially mobile families: Jack, who lives in one of the nicest 

parts of the neighbourhood and whose father is entrepreneurial and has a job that 

could be seen as culturally middle-class; Jay, whose parents have been socially and 

geographically mobile; and Martin, whose parents have also been socially mobile. 

These boys are in families that have moved or are moving into the middle classes; 

and because of their positions in social space they appear to have developed 

dispositions that are fairly well attuned to those of the school. Jack, for example, 

explains what he thinks of school by saying:

I'm happy enough with the way things are. It’s like I said before, it's 

the way you act in school. It’s your attitude to learning and 
schoolwork - if you're happy enough to get on with your work then 

you are treated well.

If any of these boys had experienced any sort of struggle caused by a misalignment 

between home and school fields, it was not apparent in their interviews.
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Table 5: An Overview of Pupils Interviewed at St. Matthew’s

Name Mother’s
Occupation

Father’s
Occupation

HE Qualifications 
Mother Father

Neighborhood Habitus
State

Mick Full-time
mum

Local golf 
club
manager

None None Castleton Reconciled

Fergal Classroom
Assistant

Redundant
factory
worker
(former
electrician)

None None Hillvale Destabilized

Ronan Assistant in 
chemist

Deceased None None Hillvale Destabilized

Jack Full-time
mum

Self
employed
web
designer / 
sells concert 
tickets

None None Greenville Supported

Rory (Unknown) (Unknown) None None A town outside 
Belfast

Supported

Gerry Secretary for
Housing
Association

Joiner None None Hillvale Abandoned

A idso Unemployed N/A None None Townside Destabilized
Kenny (Unknown) (Unknown) None None Hillvale Destabilized
Jonty Community

development
project
manager

Builder None None Cranview Re-confirmed

Peter Nurse Retail
manager

None None Cherryhill Destabilized

Jim (Unknown) (Unknown) None None Cranview Re-confirmed
Charlie Bar work Joiner None None A town outside 

Belfast
Re-confirmed

Jay Tax Inspector Estate
Agent

Yes None A town outside 
Belfast

Supported

John Unemployed N/A None N/A Cranview Re-confirmed
Martin Classroom

assistant
Transport 
manager for 
a bus co.

Student None School Rd Supported
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7.2 Habitus Types in St Matthews

Overall within the grammar school 15 boys, from three different classes in Year 11, 

participated in the study. Of these 15 boys, 12 lived in local housing estates, two had 

recently moved from the local area to private housing estates in small towns beyond 

the city, one boy was from a working-class area in another part of the city (but was 

persuaded to attend this grammar school by his parents because he had not achieved 

highly in the 11+ and had not been awarded a place at his local grammar). With the 

exception of Peter none of the boys’ parents have experienced higher education. 

However, while Peter’s mother is a nurse it was not clear if she holds a bachelor’s 

degree or not. Mothers’ occupations include full-time mum, unemployed, shop 

assistant, secretary, bar worker and classroom assistant. Fathers’ occupations include 

joiner, builder, local bus hire company manager, recently made redundant factory 

worker. One boy’s father had recently died (Ronan) and two of the boys’ fathers 

were not around (Aidso and John). Three of the boys are from what seem to be 

upwardly mobile working-class families and their parents’ employment suggests that 

they are lower middle class. These boys are Jay, Martin and Peter. However, while 

the parents in these families have been upwardly mobile, they do not have a level of 

education that may give their children an advantage in terms of educational cultural 

capital. There was a range of attitudes toward education. However, most boys 

generally felt that school had the function of preparing them for life through enabling 

them to achieve good GCSE and A-level results so that they could go to university. 

Only two of the boys did not share this goal to go to university (John and Charlie).

As mentioned above, several of the boys' habitus appear to align seamlessly with 

the institutional habitus of the school. For the others there are tensions that work out 

in different ways. In the following section I will explore these tensions by looking at 

ways in which they play out in the boys’ lives. I will first of all consider what 

happens when the structures from both the originary field and the secondary field are 

both strongly internalized. 1 term this, conjunctive habitus. I will then consider what 

happens when the structures of one field become internalized much more strongly 

than the structures of another, which I refer to as a disjunctive habitus as one field is 

more or less dismissed. The conjunctive habitus types are reconciled habitus and 

destabilized habitus. The disjunctive habitus types are re-confirmed habitus and 

abandoned habitus.
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Interestingly, most of the boys from St. Matthew’s that I spoke to show evidence 

of ongoing tensions within their habitus, and so are characterized by a conjunctive 

habitus as they find themselves making sense of the meshing of contradictory 

socializing experiences, dispositions, and ways of thinking and feeling about the 

world. Although evident with many of the boys, these contradictions were most 

striking with Mick. In this section 1 will discuss the tensions and ambivalences in the 

habitus of several boys but I will focus mainly on Mick. Mick is very articulate and 

reflective, and he had so much to say about the tensions in his identity that it is worth 

exploring his thoughts and feelings in more depth. When the habitus is characterised 

by internal conflict this can create tension with one or more of the fields in which it 

operates, resulting in an ambivalence in the alignment between habitus and field(s). 

In this study there is evidence from most participants of ambivalence in 

identification with a ‘smick' (see footnote on p.108) identity, which is a typical 

identity for those who live in their neighbourhood. In these cases it can be seen that 

the habitus, although formed partially within the field of a working-class 

neighbourhood and background acts in a conflicted way leading to tensions between 

the boys' habitus and a working-class identity. I am mindful, however, that the 

tensions are not only between the habitus and the field of origin. In some cases the 
tensions manifest between the habitus and the field of education as the boys attempt 

to negotiate a conflicted habitus. The two habitus types that are based on a type of 

mediation between the two fields are reconciled and destabilized.

For others the habitus was more firmly aligned with one or other of the fields. 

These boys seem to reject in some way (through their habitus rather than necessarily 

self-consciously) either the valued dispositions of the school or the valued 

dispositions of their families or neighbourhoods. In these cases instead of 

internalizing plural dispositions, and struggling with the conflict arising from 

making these dispositions work in some sort of unified way, the boys appear to 

adhere to a single set of dispositions. These boys’ habitus have not made room for 

the structuring forces of both field, perhaps indicating an inflexibility of habitus, 

which manifests in a strong sense of identity. For two of the boys (John and Charlie) 

their originary habitus is somewhat impermeable to the influences of the school and 

is buttressed by their strong connections with their neighbourhood peers. This is not 

to say that the school has no affect on them or their habitus; just that their habitus is 

not subject to transformation through exposure to the school field. I argue instead
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that it is re-confirmed. Another boy, Gerry, responds very differently to exposure to 

the school field and is in the abandoned habitus category. Like John and Charlie, he 

adheres to one set of dispositions, endures no ambivalences and has a strong sense of 

identity. However, his identity is based on a rejection of local norms in terms of 

ways of dressing, accent and bodily hexis. He also has a strong commitment to 

education and like Mick exudes the ‘right’ manner and attitude, making him the sort 

of St Matthew’s pupil that the school is proud of. The following sections will 

discuss each of these habitus types with reference to boys in each category.

7.3 Reconciled Habitus: Mick

Mick is a “hard-working and well-mannered” pupil. Teachers think very highly of 

him and describe him as “mature” and “very intelligent”. In class he is enthusiastic 

and engages with the lesson, and is keen to offer his opinion or raise his hand when 

questions are asked. He doesn't clash with teachers in anyway and in fact in many 

ways is the model pupil: hardworking, enthusiastic and engaged, with the 'right' 

attitude and dispositions. Mick is a singer/songwriter in a band, he has collar-length 

hair and is reflective and sensitive. He writes all the lyrics for his band through 

which he expresses emotional sensitivity. He is not interested in sport and does not 

subscribe to the macho or ‘hard’ version of masculinity that is fairly typical for boys 

from his locality. Although the school promotes sporting achievement it is not 

tolerant of a working-class macho habitus (as discussed in Chapter 5), and Mick fits 

in well. His dispositions and cultural capital are highly valued within the school 

environment. They are, of course, valued by the teachers; moreover, there are 

enough boys like Mick in the school (particularly in the GCSE and A Level classes) 

for him also to find validation within the peer group.

Academic boys like Mick tend to have long hair, which might be read as a sign 

of their distance from a typical working-class boy identity in the particular 

geographical location. Although this line of argument risks stereotyping the boys, it 

is important to bear in mind the ways in which the community history has enabled a 

tightly-knit and bounded local identity to develop (see Chapter 5) which defines the 

parameters of habitus formation. A sense of collective identity is still seen and felt in 

this community, and unlike other cities within the UK (and indeed other parts of 

Belfast) it has not been significantly impacted by immigration. It is, therefore, not 

difficult to see that to have long hair is a significant deviation from local norms and
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perhaps an indicator of habitus transformation. Mick is a particularly good example 

of this process of transformation as he speaks directly about changing and having 

different sides to his identity. His plasticine model of his identity (see Figure 14 

below) depicts two aspects of his habitus, and could be seen as a visual 

representation of what Bourdieu calls a “cleft habitus”, which is a habitus that is 

divided in some way, manifesting in a certain amount of tension between different 

dispositions (it is even more directly reminiscent of what I term a ‘habitus tug’, and 

indeed was one of the main sources of inspiration for this term). Mick explains:

It's really ... it's simple. There are two completely different parts to 

it. There’s one really big part and there’s... they're both different in 

size, they’re both different in colour and they're on two different ends 

of the stick but they’re the same thing, you know what I mean? It’s 

the same person but you don’t know which one you're going to get, 

basically.

Mick’s model represents the tension between his background (which he describes as 

“working-class”) and what he calls his “music side”. His model incorporates a small 

green ball on one side and a larger blue ball on the other, joined together by a white 

cylindrical shape with a white spiral coiled around the middle. In discussion about 

his model he explains that the green (smaller) side represents his working-class
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background and the blue side represents his “music side”. He confers not only his 

musical tastes and lifestyle choices onto the blue side, but also his manner of 

speaking and his academic success. He distinguishes it as something other than his 

working-classness, and the part of his identity that he values more and “puts more in 

to”. Overall his model promotes the idea that there are two distinct aspects to his 

identity that, though not necessarily compatible, are part of a unified whole.

While Mick aligns well with the academic habitus of the school and is applauded 

for having the "right’ disposition and cultural values he is becoming increasingly 

challenged to make connections with his father at home. This leads to a pull in his 

commitment to two different aspects of his identity, which he illustrates through his 

model of his identity (see figure 14). Mick describes this model as representing two 

sides to his identity. He says that the smaller (green) ball represents his past and who 

he was, while the larger (blue) ball is his “music” side; it is who he has ‘"changed” 

into. He describes his father as “green side”. In the following excerpt Mick 

describes something of the difficulty he now has in relating to his father.

M: My daddy always says to me, “you act different sometimes” but 

that's just... I said to him “that’s how I act outside, that’s like me”.

He’s just used to me being inside, being like the normal me. But 

parents usually don’t know their children outside.

N: So he thinks?

M: Like our first gig, the very first gig he ever went to. I had a pair...

I was running about with a pair of sunglasses on and he thought that 

was weird. He was like, “what are you doing, you have sunglasses 

on”. It’s just me. I don’t see anything wrong with that.

N: So that’s something to do with being outside the house and inside 

the house?

M: Inside the house I don’t express myself fully 

N: Right. Ok. Mm that’s interesting.

M: My brothers and sisters though, I think they know I'm weird.

They know me. Like if they saw me outside they wouldn't see 

anything different.
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It is clear that Mick sees himself as different from his family. His siblings know he’s 

“weird"; his dad thinks that he “acts different”. It’s interesting that his “weirdness" 

seems to activate more when he is outside of the home environment. This duality, 

and how he lives with it, is encapsulated by his model. He further elaborates by 

explaining how he finds it difficult to be ‘himself around his dad.

M: Around my daddy, I don’t know... it would be awkward to act like me 
around him.

N: So when you're around your dad are you acting like you?

M: Well I'm acting like the ‘green’ [referring to working-class aspect of his 
model] me.

N: The green you? OK.

M: Not the blue [referring to the “music side" of his model] me though.

While Mick's habitus appears very much aligned with the school field (he seems like 

a ‘fish in water’) his discussion suggests that there are underlying tensions between 

different aspects of his identity, which create ambiguities in habitus. As he continues 

to do well in school he describes his “green side” as “diminishing”, suggesting 
continued further disruption in his alignment with his background identification. It is 

interesting that while Mick gives the impression to teachers that he 

unproblematically fits in with the school's academic culture he is simultaneously 

managing the tensions in his identity. His discussions focused mainly on the two 

different aspects to his identity and how he managed this. In many ways Mick seems 

to have reconciled the two aspects of his identity.

In describing how the different parts of him operate in everyday life and how he 

negotiates the potential conflict, Mick used the metaphor of a curtain being drawn 

over him:

If I see people on the street that I know from when I was younger I 

can instantly feel something being drawn over me like a curtain. Like 

you’re not going to show this right now (blue side) you’re going to 

show this (green side).

It is questionable whether Mick is able to consciously decide to operationalize the 

different aspects of his identity. The fact that he does not claim to draw the curtain
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over himself (rather it is drawn over him) as well as statements such as “most times I 

don’t really notice" (when switching dispositions according to social field) would 

suggest that he has internalized the different sets of dispositions and they are ‘second 

nature’ to him. He does, however, show that he is conscious of having these different 

dispositions. Although they are in conflict, both sets of dispositions - his “green 

side’’ and his “blue side’’ - are part of his habitus. Experiencing life simultaneously 

in juxtaposing fields creates a habitus tug.

While using the concept of a habitus tug implies a plurality of dispositions, it is 

important to note that these are not just two sets of dispositions that carry equal 

weight within the habitus of an individual. One disposition may outweigh the other 

in terms of being the dominant disposition, and the balance is able to change over 

time and from one context to the next. Mick discusses how the working-class aspect 

of his identity has diminished over time and in response to his life experiences but 

acknowledges that it may always be a part of him.

N: Is your green side your past or is your green side who you are 

now?

M: It’s kinda like a percentage of what I am, like maybe it started off 

a lot and then it just gradually went down to this and it’s probably 

going to subliminally go along my life and always be there but it’s 

not going to always be like how I act.

N: In some of the things you’ve said you've been talking about it like 

it’s a past you and then in other things you’ve said you’ve been kind 

of framing it like a part of you.

M: It’s complete past because that’s what I was basically and who I 

used to know and then... and as I grew into some other people and 

grew into more life it grew smaller. Like, I didn't act like that 

anymore but... and it’s still there and I can act like that if I want. And 

most times I don't really notice. It’s just something in my mind that 

goes...it’s like saying this is blue; this is green. This is the way - 

you're supposed to act this way.

He goes on to further demonstrate a shifting of positions in relation to fields, or at 

least an ability to tap into the working-class (green) side of his habitus. In the
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following section, and throughout the rest of this chapter, the term smick is used (see 

Chapter 6). As previously mentioned, the term is not claimed by working-class 

people as a positive identity label, and in the cases presented in this chapter it is 

always used pejoratively. In disidentifying with smicks. the boys distinguish 

themselves from the ‘rough' working-classes, in a similar way to Skeggs’ (1997) 

working-class women. In doing so they present a socially mobile working-class 

identity that is more congruent with middle-class values.

M: We were down the Waterfront [a public area in central Belfast] 

and these smicks walked past and they were staring at us and 1 was 

staring at them, like “what are you staring at” and then they came 

over and they started walking over to me, they started getting ready 

for a fight and I was like “Here, mate don’t be doing anything” and I 

started like acting like ‘green’ and they just walked away.

N: Ah, so you were able to communicate with them.

M: On their level.

N: Ah.

M: It kind of comes in handy. Like if that was some posh goth or 

whatever and they were like, “Hey man, don’t be coming over here”

[in funny posh laid-back voice],

N: Laughs.

M: They’d be like, “What the hell!” And they might stab me, or 

something!

Even though Mick doesn’t “put much into” the green side of his identity, his 

ability to communicate with smicks “on their level” could be attributed to having 

previously embodied similar dispositions. It is interesting that he nonetheless seems 

to be able to draw on this “green side”. Mick distances himself from peers in his 

neigbourhood but at the same time, on some level, he relates to them. He discusses 

the difficulties he has when his new “music friends” look down upon people from 

his neighbourhood:

M: Mm, well I don’t know. Sometimes it is, like if someone... like if 

I was talking to them with one of my other friends, one of my music
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friends, like they would say, [in a disparaging tone] “look at them two 

smicks over there”.

N: Yeah.

M: And I know them as well.

N: Yeah, that sounds like a... like a kind of tricky thing to eh...

M: Balance?

N: Yeah, balance is a good word that you use cos this [referring to the 

model] actually made me think of... like a seesaw.

M: Yes, and one of the sides is bigger. The blue side is the music side 

(referring to the larger ball). This is the side I put most in to and it's 

the side I get most out of.

N: But this side is still there (green smaller side).

M: Yeah but I don’t put much into it. I would stop and talk to people 

and they would like talk to me but I wouldn’t put much into it.

Mick’s discussion of his identity is complex. We can see that he is pulled 

between conflicting dispositions that typify the habitus of those within the two main 

fields in which his life is unfolding. He tries to strike a balance but recognises that 

one side is more important to him, and that one side is developing while the other is 

diminishing. This would suggest that he is already starting to reject aspects of his 

‘working-class’ habitus. At the same time Mick is critical of those friends who 

devalue smicks, and so there is a tension in his habitus. Although this tension 

manifests in ambivalence it does not create any difficulties for Mick in terms of his 

educational disposition. All of the difficulties associated with this tension are located 

in Mick's diminishing connection with his background, including relationships with 

family and peers, which have been disrupted by the development of his “blue side”. 

However, for other boys a habitus tug manifests in a more deeply-felt ambivalence 

towards either their school or their identification with their working-class families 

and peers.
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7.4 Destabilized Habitus: Peter, Ronan, and Jonty

For most of the working-class boys in this study a habitus tug in terms of their 

identifications and dispositions is discernible. Mostly boys demonstrate ambivalence 

in terms of whether they accord or not with the institution and the manners and 

attitudes they are ‘meant’ to adopt, as well as ambivalence in terms of their 

identification with stereotypical working-class boys. I wish to explore the complex 

and nuanced expressions of identity among the other participants and where they 

view their place in their social world, including their relationship to education and in 

particular to the school, but also their relationship with other working-class boys in 

their neighbourhood. I wish to highlight the ambivalence that is expressed, the 

internal conflict and the tug between two social fields. For some of the boys this 

ambivalence manifests in tensions both within school and beyond the gate (in two 

social fields); for others it manifested solely within one field (as we have seen with 

Mick’s difficulties in maintaining his “green side”).

7.4.1 Peter

Some boys demonstrated ambivalence in terms of their identification with a 

macho working-class habitus, and at times articulated this with reference to a 

concept of a real self. Peter’s response to creating models of his identity was to 

create two figures dressed in different clothes and with different hairstyles. The 

meaning he ascribes to these two models indicates that he thinks of his identity as a 

complex thing and articulates this in terms of real and fake concepts of self. One of 

Peter’s models (Figure 15 below) is dressed in sports wear and is wearing a baseball 

cap while the other is wearing flares and has long hair (Figure 16). The figures 

represent him inside and outside school respectively. Peter refers to the figure with 

the baseball cap as a “smick”. The term is always used in a derogatory way and it is 

interesting that Peter uses this description for himself inside school. However, as he 

elaborates, it becomes clear that his identification with the term is complex and 

ironic. Prior to the following conversation Peter had stated that he is not a smick. In 

fact he did not have any of the usual signifiers of being a smick and instead had long 

hair and what might generally be perceived as a ‘posh’ accent. Peter is on the cusp in 

terms of social class (his mother is a nurse and his father is a retail manager and they 

live in Cherryhill, one of the nicest parts of the locality), and it is interesting that as
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he negotiates his position at this boundary he demonstrates ambivalent identification 

with a particular type of devalued working-class identity. Peter arguably exemplifies 

that working-class identity is not homogeneous or static. However, in transcending 

the traditional working-class young male identity he also shows signs of inner 

conflict. His classed identity becomes destabilized by his precarious position at the 

interface of two fields.

Figure 15: “Me, the Smick” Figure 16: “Me, the Hippy”

P: A smick is like a hood and he wears like tracksuit bottoms and all, 

and he talks like he’s hard. That’s what I get on like in school.

N: If you don't think that you’re actually a smick and you’re being a 

smick in school... em, how does that work? How do you... like, are 

you being yourself/not yourself? Who are you? - that sort of thing...

P: When you’re being a smick?

N: Yeah.

P: You're not being yourself.
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N: You’re not being yourself?

P: No. You're being completely different, and eh, especially me 

because I’m not like that at all. I just do it cos I think it’s funny. But 

other people do it because they are smicks and that’s just the way 

they talk.

Peter and others describe an uneasy tension between their identification and 

disidentification with being a smick. Peter later tells me that he utilises “being” a 

smick as a way of being subversive in the classroom through annoying teachers but 

he emphasises that he is “not like that at all”. Some boys tentatively distinguish their 

identity in part “from what it is not and especially from everything it is opposed to; 

social identity is defined and asserted through difference” (Bourdieu 1984. p.172). 

They do not want to appear to be working-class and so reject an obvious working- 

class identity, but at the same time they waver in their commitment to this rejection.

7.4.2 Ronan

Another boy, Ronan, also demonstrated uneasiness with a ’smick’ identification. 

Ronan created a model of a head wearing a protective helmet that partially covered 

the face, to represent his identity beyond the school gate (Figures 17 and 18)
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When asked about his model while in the foucs group Ronan said it was about 

“being hidden” and “hiding”, but when I asked further questions he showed signs of 

embarrassment and so in-depth questioning was left until the one-to-one interview. 
The following is an excerpt from this interview:

N: This is the one with the guy with the protective helmet on. You 

were talking about being hidden and hiding...

R: It’s like people see you differently, depending on who you are 

with. No one knows who you actually are.

N: Right.

R: Cos you’re always, like, acting different. You feel like you have 

to.

N: Do you? That’s howyow feel?

R: Yeah, and with some people I can just act normal.

N: With what groups would you feel that you have to act not normal 

or feel that you have to act in different ways?

R: With some friends you can’t like say stuff, cos they like make fun 

of you.

N: Can you give me an example? ... If you can.
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R: It’s like if you don’t like something they say, ‘‘aye you're weird”.

Like if you don’t like football some of them think it’s strange.

N: So you have to act in a particular way with some people?

R: Yeah.

N: And OK, tell me about these different groups then, that you have 

different ways of being with.

R: Like smicks make you wanna act hard or stronger, think you can 

do more but then with my normal mates 1 can do whatever I want. Act 

normal.

N: OK. So you're saying to me that there is this part of you that you 

see as the normal part of you? So how does that work? Then the other 

bits are you?

R: It’s me but hidden. It’s just there.

Ronan, like Peter, invokes the concept of a “normal” self, but he also indicates a 

compulsion to behave in different ways with different groups. Notably he talks of 

being compelled to “act harder” when with smicks, and his image of protecting 

himself by hiding under a helmet is a powerful one. Although the protective model 

was Ronan’s representation of his identity outside school, during discussion he 

talked about hiding himself with reference to smicks both inside and outside school 

and in particular also talked about his and some of his ‘normal’ friends’ difficulties 

with smicks within the school setting. Although both boys are from working-class 

backgrounds their habitus is somewhat destabilized and they show evidence of an 

internalized struggle in terms of their identity. While I do not wish to suggest that 

there is only one way of being a working-class young male in Belfast I would like to 

highlight that in a neighbourhood where a smick identity is common, embodying 

other types of working-class identity involves a rejection of a smick identity, which 

can create explicit and implicit conflict. Ronan's story, in particular, resonates with 

Diane Reay’s research. She writes about how combining working-class masculinity 

with educational success creates a divided habitus and “generates heavy psychic 

costs, involving young men not only in an enormous amount of academic labour but 

also an intolerable burden of psychic reparative work" (2002, p.221).
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7.4.3 Jonty

Another boy, Jonty, also demonstrates ambivalence in his sense of identity. Jonty 

is described by his friends as either a ‘“scene kid” or an “emo” (both of which are 

labels for youth subcultures that consciously espouse a ‘different’ sort of identity). 

He has a dyed fringe, which he meticulously styles so that it crosses his face (a style 

that is ridiculed by smicks), as represented beautifully in his model of himself 

looking miserable in school (see Figure 19). He clashes with smicks: his friend 

Ronan told me in his own interview about a fight after school between Jonty and 

another boy, Mark, who is described as a smick. Despite this apparent 

disidentification Jonty is in some ways very attached to his working-class 

background. He has a broad Belfast accent, supports the football team Celtic (a 

Scottish team that enjoys massive support from working-class Catholics in Northern 

Ireland), and identifies strongly with republicanism (the local area is one of the great 

traditional centres of the Irish republican movement).

It is interesting that Jonty’s habitus is overtly influenced both by his background and 

by his associations with a peer group (other members of the ‘emo’ subculture) that 

transcends local subdivisions of Belfast, meeting up as it generally does in the city
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centre. However, he gives the distinct impression of not being a ‘fish in water’ in 

school as he often conflicts with teachers. In some ways Jonty can be seen to be 

successfully blending his ‘emo‘ and traditional working-class Catholic identities. Yet 

his teachers often react negatively to his blunt, outspoken manner and he is often 

challenged because of his “attitude”, which bears the hallmarks of his working-class 

background and manifests as bodily hexis.

These three boys express complexity in their expressions of identity. In some 

ways their habitus align with both the field of school and the field of their working- 

class background. In other ways their habitus misaligns with either or both fields. 

Because the habitus is engaged with two fields exerting different influences it can 

become characterized by conflict. Unlike Mick, who finds a way of ‘getting it right’ 

in ether field by switching his schemes of perception, these boys show evidence of 

‘getting it right’ and ‘getting it wrong' in both fields. Their position is, therefore, less 

stable.

7.5 Re-confirmed Habitus: John and Charlie

In the following section I consider what happens when boys’ habitus clash with the 

school’s institutional habitus, with reference to two boys, John and Charlie. These 

boys are the only two participants from my sample in this school who demonstrate a 

complete misalignment between their own habitus and the institutional habitus. In 

the case of John his rejection of the habitus that is valued by the majority of the 

teachers at the school is evident. He ‘fails’ to align with the institutional habitus and 

this has a crushing impact on his self-esteem. In the case of Charlie, his clashes with 

teachers demonstrate mutual disrespect, which leaves him struggling to find a place 

within an institution where he is not valued. These boys are still doing well in 

education and are on track for achieving five or more GCSEs grades A*-C. Indeed, I 

witnessed Charlie answering questions in science class when nobody else knew the 

answer. It is interesting that the clashes occur despite perceived intelligence.

7.5.1 John

John, despite being described as intelligent, has great difficulty in aligning with 

the school’s institutional habitus. He is quite overtly working-class and laddish in his 

manner and appearance. He has short hair, a broad Belfast accent, and an abrupt 

manner that would not be considered polite in middle-class circles but would not be
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considered rude in working-class ones. Through his model of his identity John 

conveys a strong message of unhappiness within school and describes it succinctly in 

the following way, “School is shit and Tm treated like shit in school” (see Figure 

20). He has a tendency for getting into trouble in school and this is confirmed by 

both John and his form teacher. According to John this is often for things that he 

didn't do. He admits that he does get in trouble at times for things that he actually 

does but argues that often this is for silly reasons such as talking. He feels the 

teachers are too strict. “It’s just like if you're talking and stuff like they take it too far 

and give you a detention for talking! It just makes you angry.”

Figure 20: “Treated Like Shit”

Unlike Henry in the secondary school (see Section 6.3 above) John does not 

enjoy an informal and friendly relationship with his teachers. Because the school's 

habitus is formal and academic it strictly regulates behaviour and there is a tendency 

for formal relationships to be fostered in the classroom. John evidently finds this 

alienating as it is not in alignment with his working-class laddish identity, which 

responds well to informality and banter. His comments in relation to teachers 

include, “they are stuck up and just talk different”, and “if I don’t like them I'll mess 

about in their class and be cheeky to them”. He, like the boys in the secondary 

school (see Chapter 6), says that he has a better relationship with teachers “who can

172



have a bit of craic [Irish term meaning light-hearted banter and fun]”. For these 

teachers he works well in class.

On the occasions when John gets in trouble for minor offences he feels that the 

punishment is disproportionate. This instigates arguments with teachers, the situation 

spirals and he ends up in even more trouble. John says, “Teachers take things too 

serious” and he finds it upsetting that he is often sent to his form teacher because: 

“teachers always try their best to get me into trouble, ’cos like anything I do they just 

send me up to my form teacher and they know he makes a big deal out of it. That’s 

why they do it.” In talking about John and his behaviour his form teacher says, “He 

takes up an amazing amount of my time ... he’s actually going along the way he 

needs to go if he's looking to get threw out, which is a pity because he’s very, very 

bright ... I don’t think there is enough support here for John.” He also tells me 

something of John's difficult family circumstances. In the staffroom there was often 

talk about boys such as John, the ones who were often in trouble. While evidently 

these boys had difficulties and teachers recognized this, the solution was seen to be 

removing the boy from the school rather than helping him deal with his problems 

through in-house support mechanisms or a different approach. Teachers made 

comments such as: “We’re looking to get rid of him, he would do better in another 

school.” They conveyed a sense that as grammar school teachers they should not 

have to deal with certain problems but should be able to focus on achievement 

without having disruptive pupils interfering with this goal. At times this was even 

explicitly stated, with discussion about how the school was “going downhill” 

because it has had to lower its entry requirements. As already mentioned this has 

resulted from a demographic shift and a consequent increase in the number of pupils 

coming from local working-class neighbourhoods.

Despite all this conflict John was still managing to maintain average grades. 

However, he does not accept the legitimacy of the school’s academic institutional 

habitus. We have seen how he clashes with teachers. Another area in which he 

demonstrates that he does not fit well with the school’s habitus is through his 

aspirations. John aspires to be a joiner and expresses frustration that the school 

“thinks we should all be doctors”.
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7.5.2 Charlie

Charlie embodies a macho working-class identity. He has very short hair, a 

laddish way of walking, and a strong working-class accent, and is liable to use slang 

and informal speech, even when talking to teachers. Like John, he aspires to be a 

joiner and expresses his intention to leave school after his GCSEs. He says:

Making things is easy. It's the best thing for a man, I think. Like you 

wouldn’t want to sit in an office all day or teach... it gets away your 

anger and all, I think - using tools. It gets away my anger.

Charlie fails to submit to the school’s taken-for-granted asumptions that boys will 

respect formality in terms of their interactions with teachers as well as aspire to 

middle-class jobs. Charlie’s model of his identity within school (see Figure 21) 

provides a further glimpse of the difficulties that he is having with school. He 

describes his model in the following way “Confused dot com. I find school hard, it’s 
confusing."
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He then goes on to talk about his experiences of school, both in terms of his 

difficulty with work and his difficulty with what he sees as the unfair practices of 

teachers. He illustrates his clash with teachers with several anecdotes, such as the 

following:

C: In tech [design and technology class]. He kept on saying we were 

going to go on to circuits. [I said to him] “Thought we were doing 

circuits sir, I didn't bring in my memory stick. So you lied.” [The 

teacher said to me] “What do you mean. I lied? Get out!” He made 

me write out six file sheets and all.

N: Six file sheets, like lines?

C: No. Out of a book, outside the room. I said something about rules.

I says “You’re on the phone in class and all. You aren’t following the 

rules” And do you know the way you’re not allowed to throw a pupil 

out of the class for more than 3 minutes or else? - I don’t know, 

you’re just not allowed to do it. 1 says “You threw me out for rules.

I'm not following the rules. Why can’t I throw you out? You’re on 

the phone in class and you threw me out for two periods and you’re 

only supposed to leave me out for 3 minutes.” He was like “Is that the 

way you're going to get on? Every time you break a rule, I’ll give you 

detention for it!”

Charlie is confused by school. He is confused by what he sees as unfair treatment 

by teachers. In this case his initial comments (“Thought we were doing circuits sir, I 

didn’t bring in my memory stick. So you lied.”) could have been seen as banter 

rather than an intentional insult. The punishment meted out in response to this 

perceived insult excluded Charlie from the classroom and his entitlement to learn. 

His reponse was to expose this injustice and this was in turn met with further 

punishment. In this instance it is clear that Charlie clashes with the school. His 

working-class laddishness is not acceptable and he is punished for not fitting in. His 

stories were corroborated by my observations in class, as teachers would often speak 

rudely to Charlie and would spend a lot of time monitoring and correcting him. He 

seemed more likely to be challenged for talking or being out of his seat than the 

others in the class. Charlie was acutely aware that at times some teachers treated him
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rudely. He even talks of teachers calling him stupid and referring to the whole class 

in inappropriate terms:

I complained to my Mummy about some of the teachers in this school 

and they’re on my side and all. Like, my Da rang my tech teacher 

before to be cheeky ’til [i.e. to] him because he was calling me stupid 

and all. But whenever I say there’s a problem with a teacher they’d be 

on my side. Teachers aren’t allowed to call you stupid. Mrs Hodge 

said “My children are not even half as bad as you lot, you lot are a 

pack of wolves”.

Charlie is not keen on going to university. He is interested in staying in school 

until he finishes his GCSE exams and then he would like to leave and work with his 

father as a joiner. He is already preparing for this and often helps his father out at 

weekends. While he is achieving adequately in school he claims to have no intention 

of excelling in class (note earlier point that he speaks up in class when no one else 

knows the answer). He says:

You don't wanna be all that there smart and get slegged. You just 

want to be known as. “He’s smart enough like and he can pass the 

exams, and he can have a bit of craic as well.” That’s what my Ma 

tells me - “You can go to school but still have craic.”

For the more laddish working-class boys in particular, the notion of “having craic” is 

very important. When talking about their social life outside of school many boys 

would talk about hanging out with friends (which they refer to as ‘stalling’) as well 

as “having craic” and “slegging”. “Having craic” is similar to Willis’ lads “having a 

laff’ whereas “slegging” equates with what Willis’ lads call “taking the piss” (1977, 

p.32). In working-class culture it is very important for boys to become adept at 

“slegging” as it forms a large part of male interaction. Teenage boys engage in witty, 

and sometimes cutting, banter in which they ‘sleg’ and 'counter-sleg’ one another. 

This sort of behaviour is encouraged by the group as it is a source of entertainment, 

accompanied by laughing and jeering. One of the informal rules of slegging is that 

‘if you can dish it out you have to be able to take it’. Unsurprisingly, slegging. which 

usually starts as light hearted and good humoured banter, can sometimes become 

nasty and end in an argument or fight. However, it is important that you are not seen
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to be unable to ‘take a slegging’ [react in good humoured way when teased]. 

Fighting, therefore, is not the normal outcome.

As ‘slegging’ is such a large part of some working-class boys’ taken-for-granted 

experience of being a boy it is understandable that difficulties can arise when these 

boys confront the formal culture of the school. The “dialectical confrontation 

between habitus as structured structure and objective structures” (Bourdieu 2002, 31) 

is apparent. In the grammar school the boys’ dispositions encounter conditions 

“different from those in which they are constructed and assembled” (ibid). This 

confrontation leads to conflict when neither the boy nor the institution adapts in 

order to be more closely aligned. The originary (or primary) habitus is “the basis for 

the subsequent formation of any other habitus” (Bourdieu & Passeron 1990, p.45). It 

is the foundation on which other layers of habitus are laid. Consequently, it is argued 

that in order to bring about a change in habitus through some form of pedagogic 

work, through e.g. the process of schooling, “the mode of inculcation" needs to take 

“account of the distance between the habitus it aims to inculcate and the habitus 

produced by previous PW [pedagogic work]” (ibid.). This highlights the importance 

of the distance between a school’s institutional habitus and the habitus of its pupils. 

It is important for the school to attempt to bridge the distance rather than expecting 

the pupil to do the bridging work.
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7.6 Abandoned Habitus: Gerry

Figure 22: Listening to Music

Gerry (like Mick who was discussed in Section 7.3 above) is a well-behaved pupil, 

highly regarded by his teachers. He works hard in school and aspires to be an art 

teacher. His mannerisms, accent and taste (manifesting in music, hairstyle and 

clothing) accord with the middle-class lifestyle to which he aspires, leading to 

elements of tension within the family field. For example, Gerry talks about his dad’s 

response when his friends arrive at the door, “all wearing skinny jeans and bright 

shirts and hair done in different ways”.

G: ... But my Dad just says, “The freaks are at the door.”

N: (Laughs) Is that his sense of humour?

G: He says it seriously. My mum loves it! She likes things that are 

different. She doesn’t like normal things

Gerry displays an identity that is at odds with a typical and expected (by his dad in 

this case but also by his peer group) identity for a young working-class male. While 

this expression of identity is ridiculed by his father (according to Gerry: seriously 

rather than in jest), Gerry interestingly finds validation through his mother - who, it 

may be assumed, is happy for him to break the mould. He also finds acceptance at
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school through his friends, and validation through his teachers who approve of him. 

He is described as being, “very quiet ... a good kid" by his form teacher. He strongly 

disassociates with smicks through his choice of music and his style of clothes (he 

also explicitly states his dislike for smicks), and in doing so is perhaps able to 

present himself as someone who does not have the 'wrong' disposition and attitude 

toward school. He transcends working-class stereotypes. Like Mick, he is quite 

aware of being a bit different and having changed (not least because others in his 

class have made him aware of it). Gerry consciously wants to be different, though. 

He talked to me about wanting to dye his hair blue and about getting piercings. 

Transformation of style may be seen as a marker for transformation of habitus.

It is fascinating that in St. Matthew’s, as the boys progress through the school, 

more and more boys seem to turn away from a ‘smick’ identity and towards an 

'alternative’ style. The older classes, therefore, have more of a variety of styles 

visible in (among other things) haircuts and ways of walking. While Gerry was 

initially ridiculed for his style in Year 10, by Year 11 many of his classmates had 

adopted a similar look. He says:

Last year - people in our class were just hypocrites - 1 got slegged 

cause I had emo hair and all, like long hair and they came in this year 

all with like long hair! And they all like my music now!

This transformation in style was corroborated by another boy. Jay, who described 

himself as “normal’’ - neither a smick nor a hippy - and didn’t seem too impressed 

by everyone changing:

J: See like our class... half them weren't even... they were all normal 

like me but now they all have long hair and all and listen to hippy 

music.

N: And that happens to people when they come here?

J: Yeah, like second year on.

N: Second year you think. So like would you say that people when 

they come here they start off like normal?

J: Smicks or normal, yeah. And then they just either change or stay 

the same. I stayed the same but loads of them changed to hippies. 

Whenever we were in first year there was no, like, hippies.
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It is interesting that so many of the boys change styles (and arguably habitus) when 

they come to this school. The school is predominantly made up of boys from the 

local area, but they tend to socialize outside of their locality with like-minded local 

teenagers - as well as teenagers from other parts of Belfast - hanging out in large 

groups around the City Hall and in the pedestrianized Waterfront area. Going beyond 

the boundary of their locale correlates with a broader worldview, but it is difficult to 

say which comes first. Gerry has a very positive attitude toward school and has 

broad horizons - he assumes that he will go to university. He has in a way 

‘abandoned' his habitus, and the things he values do not square with his background. 

It is perhaps more accurate to say that his habitus has been reformed rather than 

abandoned by his experiences within school. However, the fact that he distinguishes 

himself strongly from those in his peer group who have not changed suggests that 

much of what he used to be has been eroded and left behind, or is at least latent.

While Gerry is accepted and valued by the teachers in the school and treated 

well, by his own account he is also very sensitive to how others are treated. The 

following is an extract of a transcript where Gerry discusses teachers.

G: Some just don’t care. They just want you to get your GCSEs and 
that’s it. Some people in here are going through really difficult things 

outside school but once they get in school teachers just don’t care.

N: Right, what do you think about that?

G: I think we should have more sessions like this inside school, you 

know just for people to talk. Sometimes bottling it up just makes it 

worse cos that leads to like - like Belfast has a really bad rate of 

suicide and I think that some of that has to do with people not just 

being able to talk and get their voice out there ... School breaks 

people and I don't think it’s right.

Gerry shows an insightful awareness of the difficulties that some working-class boys 

face in their daily lives and the role school can have in stifling their voice. He links 

the lack of opportunity for talking to the high suicide rates amongst young men in 

Belfast. This shows Gerry to be an emotionally sensitive young man, which is not 

the typical representaion of working-class masculinity within educational research.
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7.7 Summary and Discussion

This chapter has focused on working-class teenage boys who are attending the 

grammar school, where it is expected that they will do well at GCSE and A-level 

before going on to higher education. I have considered the internal processes 

involved in reconciling educational success with being working-class, utilizing 

Bourdieu’s concept of habitus. In particular I have considered the two fields of home 

and school, the connections and disjunctions in terms of their structures, and how 

these play out in varying ways in the boys’ habitus. The boys show evidence of 

different ways of managing the internalization of the sometimes conflicting 

structures of both fields. In some cases the boys find ways of accommodating the 

two sets of structures, developing complex and sometimes conflicting schemes of 

perception (Mick, Peter, Jonty and Ronan). In other cases the boys find room in their 

habitus for only one set of schemes of perception and develop strong affinities with 

one field to the detriment of the other (John, Charlie and Gerry). I have classified 

these boys using a habitus typology that considers the relationship between the two 

fields structuring the boys’ habitus. This chapter has discussed each category of 

habitus and the boy(s) who fit into them. The following is a summary of each habitus 

type:

Reconciled habitus

Reay and colleagues assert that the high-achieving working-class students at an 

elite university in their study “displayed the ability to successfully move across two 

very different fields with what are seen to be classically middle-class academic 

dispositions, a versatility that most had begun to develop in early schooling” (2009, 

p.1105). In the case of Mick we can see the development of this flexibility in his 

ability to shift between fields, a process he decribes as having a curtain drawn over 

him which tells him how to act. Mick’s discussion of his awareness of having 

different sides to himself points to the “complex coexistence of reflexive awareness 

and habitual dispositions” (Adams 2006, p.522). The interruption to his habitus 

caused by the introduction of a new field allows him to become aware of what is 

taken-for-granted in both fields. Mick appears to be able to move between two fields 

and draw on different positions when he is in each one. With reference to Bourdieu’s 

concept of habitus and the embodiment of flexible dispositions in relation to multiple 

fields, Bernard Lahire (2008, p.186) writes:
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Sometimes contradictory socialising experience, can in/cohabit the 

same body; ... mental and behavioural dispositions, internalized to a 

greater or lesser extent, can manifest themselves or be put on standby 

at different moments in social life (according to the area of practices) 

or the course of a biography.

While Mick reconciles the structuring forces of the two fields by drawing on 

dispositions in accordance with each field, he does place less value on his originary 

habitus. As he asserts in relation to his ‘green side’, “it’s probably going to 

subliminally go along my life and always be there but it's not going to always be like 

how I act.” This suggests that his habitus type may shift in time, perhaps to the 

abandoned habitus type.

Destabilized habitus

For some this shifting of dispositions in accordance with fields appears to be 

unwieldy and difficult to manage. I wish to highlight that for working-class boys 

who are high achieving there are potential emotional difficulties involved in the 

process of forging an identity that is seen to be compatible with a successful pupil 
and one that is different from that which is typical for someone from their 

background. For some of the working-class participants of this study the acceptance 

of the legitimacy of social fields (such as the social field of school) beyond that of 

the field associated with their background creates “structural ‘double binds'” 

(Bourdieu 2000, p.160). The impact of these conflicting forces engenders a sense of 

contradiction and ambivalence in terms of habitus. The resulting “‘dialectical 

confrontation’ between habitus as structured structure, and objective structures” 

(Bourdieu 2002, p.31) creates a habitus tug which impacts emotionally on some of 

the working-class grammar school boys of this study, making it difficult for them to 

continue to operate successfully in both the field associated with their background 

and the one associated with their school. Operating at the boundary of two fields 

requires a lot of emotional work and this may have consequences for the boys’ social 

mobility.

Re-confirmed habitus

For two boys from this school the personal habitus does not find accord with that 

of the institution. These boys are unwilling/unable to mould themselves into the boys 

that they are expected to become. As such, they find negative reactions to their
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manner and forms of bodily expression. These negative reactions are alienating to 

them and further cement their attachment to their originary habitus. Both John and 

Charlie fit into this category and experience misrecognition of their working-class 

masculinity (Ingram 2009). For example, Charlie is unable to express concerns about 

injustice in the classroom without being considered impertinent. While the points he 

had to make were valid, the teacher did not like his manner. Arguably, his way of 

speaking is not offensive within his culture, and the teacher’s perceptions of 

‘appropriate’ manners are based on arbitrarily constructed middle-class norms. 

These sorts of experiences for Charlie and John may question the validity of their 

internalized schemes of perception. Their habitus response is to re-confirm the 

schemes of perception that have been engendered by their home/neighbourhood

Abandoned habitus

Only one boy in this study fitted the abandoned habitus category. Gerry was 

conscious of being a ‘freak’ and not fitting in with his father’s expectation for 

working-class masculinity. He was, however, happy to leave behind his background 

identity. He had developed a habitus that was well aligned with the institutional 

habitus of St Matthew’s and this enabled him to move smoothly in the school field 

(like a fish in water). His rejection of the neighbourhood identity allowed for a non- 
conflictual transformation in his habitus, which was dominated by schemes of 

perception that had more in common with the school rather than the home field.
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8 CONCLUSION

8.1 Introduction

This chapter will provide an overview of this thesis, drawing on the objectives, the 

methodological approach, and the findings before providing an elaboration of the 

theoretical framework and an overview of the overall contribution that has been 

made by this work. I will begin by articulating the central aim of the thesis and 

highlighting the research objectives before providing an overview of the 

methodological approach and a summary of the findings with reference back to the 

boys and the schools who are discussed throughout the previous chapters. The 

chapter will then focus on Bourdieu’s theoretical framework, providing a brief 

overview of the main concepts used within this thesis. Subsequently, I will elucidate 

my extension to Bourdieu's theoretical framework and provide a summary of the 

habitus typology developed through this thesis, drawing upon its application in my 

analysis of the boys from both schools. I will then explore how this typology has 

helped me to answer my research questions by discussing each question in 
succession. This chapter will then outline the overall contribution of the thesis before 

finishing with final thoughts and implications for research and practice.

8.2 Overview of the Thesis

The central aim of this thesis has been to explore the ways in which working-class 

boys reconcile their identity with educational success. As part of the process of 

realizing this aim I developed the following research objectives:

(a) To gain insight into the experiences and dispositions of working-class boys, 

and the significance of locality and schooling with regards to these.

(b) To gain insight into successful working-class boys’ experiences and 

perceptions of education.

(c) To understand how working-class boys are perceived within differtent types 

of schools, and how these perceptions impact upon the boys.

(d) To contribute to methodological approaches to conducting qualitative 

research with working-class boys (and indeed other participants).

(e) To develop further the theory of institutional habitus, and how it relates to the 

different forms of habitus adopted by academically successful working-class
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boys; and to extend Bourdieu's theory of habitus to account for conflicting

multiple fields.

In order to meet these objectives it was necessary to gain an understanding of the 

everyday experiences of boys in school. Therefore, an ethnographic approach was 

adopted, which focused on two schools that were chosen to represent different types 

of school, but serving the same neighbourhoods. Having just two schools allowed 

me to spend a significant amount time (four and a half months) in each, and so get to 

know them well. The study focused on the experiences of a small group of 

educationally successful working-class teenage boys in the first year of a two-year 

GCSE program of study within two different post-primary schools in a working- 

class area of Belfast. Northern Ireland.

A variety of research methods were used that included standard research 

methods, such as interviews and focus groups, as well as innovative visual ones. 

Specifically these methods were: observation, participant observation, focus groups 

and interviews, as well as the visual methods of video-making and plasticine model- 

making. The visual methods were integral to gaining this understanding as they 

sought to elicit reflective responses from the young men. The use of plasticine as a 

means of exploring questions of identity was an innovative approach that benefitted 
the research by allowing the boys the opportunity to have thinking time when 

considering identity issues. The pressing of the plasticine, during this time for 

reflection, may also have aided thinking through the calming effect of using this 

material. This is an important contribution to research methodologies for working 

with young people as the plasticine method used put the young people at ease, was 

fun, and it allowed them time to make a response. Having time is crucial because it 

is sometimes difficult for young people to articulate thoughts and feelings to adults 

and so research with them is in danger of getting cursory responses because they 

have been put on the spot.

Overall the study has found that there are many ways of being a working-class 

boy, and that successful working-class boys have different ways of managing 

success and identity. The schools had an important role to play, as the ability to fit in 

with the school was an asset in terms of aiding a smooth path to educational success. 

In each school working-class identities were valued differently and this affected the 

negotiation of success. For the boys in this study the reconciliation of success and a 

working-class identity was not a very straightforward process. Interestingly, in an
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interview with Terry Eagleton in 1992, Bourdieu portrays his own personal 

difficulties with this reconciliation, saying:

My main problem is to try and understand what happened to me. My 

trajectory may be described as miraculous, I suppose—an ascension 

to a place where I don't belong. And so to be able to live in a world 

that is not mine I must try to understand both things: what it means to 

have an academic mind—how such is created—and at the same time 

what was lost in acquiring it. For that reason, even if my work—my 

full work—is a sort of auto-biography, it is a work for people who 

have the same sort of trajectory, and the same need to understand 

(Bourdieu 1992, p.117).

In some ways, for some boys, this means - as it does for Bourdieu - attempting to 

live in a world that is not theirs. The case studies presented here show that working- 

class boys do not share one disposition towards education and that their 

internalization of a successful learner identity is affected by their experiences within, 

and their relationship with, the school. The case studies show a range of attitudes to 

school, variation in relationships to teachers and a range of ways of being a working- 

class boy. The boys varied in their connection or disconnection with the world of 

academic achievement and had different responses to existing in both the field of 

home/neighbourhood and the field of school.

For some the crossing back and forth on the bridge between the two worlds was 

easier than for others. For example, Mick, in the grammar school, and Ollie, in the 

secondary school, both appeared to be managing to operate successfully in both 

school and at home. Mick had found ways of connecting back to his peers in his 

neighbourhood, despite having gone through a type of transformation in terms of his 

identity. Ollie, on the other hand, has had to leam to adapt to the school, and has 

done this through coming to understand the people in it and becoming more attuned 

to the expected ways of doing masculinity in this environment. He avoids overtly 

macho boys and joins in with the banter of his classmates. Other boys show more 

ambivalence in the ways in which they manage to reconcile success with their 

working-class identity. Ronan and Peter all appeared to simultaneously connect and 

disconnect with being a “smick”, which is a particularly macho type of working- 

class boy. Peter struggled with his relationships with teachers. Ronan and Peter also
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demonstrated that they thought of their identity and ways of acting in terms of real 

and inauthentic selves, highlighting the unease with which they managed in school.

For other boys the school culture was completely rejected in order to maintain a 

cohesive sense of themselves as working-class boys. This is most striking with 

Brendy, Charlie and John. These boys came up hard against the school and found it 

particularly difficult to get along. All of these boys felt unfairly treated, and were 

culturally invalidated with teachers reacting badly to their manner, accents and ways 

of presenting themselves, leading them to feel somewhat disaffected. Interestingly, 

both John and Charlie, who are grammar school boys, had no intention of doing A 

level study whereas Brendy, a secondary school boy, was planning to do A levels 

and a degree. While these boys can be seen to reject the school and to suffer 

difficulties for not moulding to fit in another boy, Gerry appears to have done the 

opposite. Gerry, a grammar school boy, has (by his own admission) transformed 

during his years at school. For him it is evident in his style of dress and musical 

tastes, which make him a “freak” in his dad’s eyes. Although, his dad expresses this 

in terms of banter it demonstrates something of Gerry’s unwillingness to conform to 

the regular patterns of masculinity expected of his home environment. He does, 

however get on very well at school. These examples show a wide range in positions 

and responses to schooling. The following section will build on this by layering in 

the theoretical framework used to analyse the variety of responses.

8.3 Theoretical Framework

In order to explain the differing responses of the working-class teenage boys I have 

drawn upon the work of Pierre Bourdieu. Bourdieu's work is very useful in helping 

to explain patterns of success and failure amongst middle-class and working-class 

children, respectively, as he shows how dispositions to succeed or fail are 

internalized by individuals through experience in the world. Bourdieu’s concepts of 

habitus, capital and field are particularly useful in helping to make sense of how 

experiences become embedded as dispositions and ways of thinking. Habitus is the 

internalization of experiences in the world that generates ways of thinking, being and 

acting in the world. A person’s dispositions spring from their habitus, which has 

developed in response to the environment to which the individual has been exposed 

and so people are attuned to the thoughts, feelings and ways of being of those with 

whom they share the world. And so it can be seen that children initially learn how to
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think and be in the world from their families. What children gain from their families 

are forms of capital; social, cultural and economic. Social capital denotes networks 

and connections, which can be called upon and used as resources. Cultural capital 

denotes the cultural resources that people have that can be used to give them status. 

This can be knowledge (such as knowledge of art and literature) and it can also be 

educational qualifications; it can be embodied as attitudes and taste as part of the 

habitus. Cultural capital exists in the “embodied state, i.e., in the form of long-lasting 

dispositions of the mind and body” (Bourdieu 1986, p.17) and so pertains to qualities 

such as manner, accent and posture. Economic capital denotes money or financial 

resources that can be utilised and even converted into other forms of capital. For 

example, financial resources can be used for the purposes of travelling, and so 

becomes converted into a form of cultural capital (see Chapter 3).

In terms of education, children carry these forms of capital with them to the 

school field. In Bourdieu’s terms, a field is a social space where there are:

structures of difference that can only be understood by constructing 

the generative principle which objectively grounds those differences.
This principle is none other than the structure of the distribution of 

the forms of power or the kinds of capital which are effective in the 

social universe under consideration (Bourdieu 1998, p. 32).

Therefore, a field is the space in which capital is used and traded. People occupy 

different positions of power in the field, which depend on their levels of capital and 

ultimately their habitus. In terms of education, children bring the capitals they have 

acquired through their originary habitus (initial habitus acquired therough 

experiences of the family) and find themselves in a corresponding position in the 

field. These three concepts working together assist analysis of the way society works 

and helps us to understand how working-class and middle-class children maintain 

their families’ disadvantages or advantages in terms of education.

However, Bourdieu’s concepts can also be used to help explain anomalies in the 

normal pattern of achievement. In this case, his theories have been put to use in 

explaining the processes of success for working-class boys. As part of this 

exploration I have further expanded Bourdieu’s theory of practice, so as to fully 

consider the impact on habitus when two of the fields within which it operates are 

not wholly aligned in terms of their determining structures. The typology I have
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devised considers four different ways in which the habitus can process the 

conflicting demands of both of the fields. In the case of this thesis the devised 

habitus typology works to explain the complexities of being educationally successful 

and a working-class boy. However, this typology may be of use when applied to 

other research that considers the lives of people across seemingly incompatible 

fields. Using this typology as a theoretical framework, this thesis has drawn upon the 

diversity of working-class young male perspectives and in doing so contributes to an 

understanding of working-class masculinity as non-fixed and heterogeneous.

As shown in this thesis, the typology has helped to explain the differences in 

managing this terrain through considering the processes of internalising a 

multiplicity of schemes of perception. The boys found themselves in differing 

objective positions, with some facing more explicit contradictions, situations and 

positions than others. These differing positions of contradiction whilst mediating 

their subjective responses, did not determine them. The boys managed the 

internalisation of varying degrees of conflict in different ways with some rejecting 

one or other of the two fields and the schemes inscribed therein, and others making 

an attempt to internalize contradictory schemes. In the cases of the boys who 

internalized the contradictory schemes their responses were to either internalize the 
conflict or to find a means of reconciling the differences. Between the two schools I 

have found boys that fit into each of the four categories in my typology. Where the 

boys fit according to the typology is represented in Table 6.
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Table 6: Typology of the Boys and Their Habitus

Disjunctive: originary field

or educational field
Conjunctive: originary field
and educational field

Abandoned habitus Reconciled habitus

This type describes boys whose This type describes boys whose habitus

habitus has almost been redefined has adapted to the new field but has not

through new experiences in a field rejected the old one. The boy is able to

other than the home field. For these

boys there is a distinct turning away

from the demands of the home field.

act in both fields with ease.

Boys in this category: Boys in this category:

Gerry (Grammar) Ollie (Secondary)

Mick (Grammar)

Re-confirmed habitus Destabilized habitus
This type describes boys whose This type describes boys who waver in

habitus rejects the new field’s their commitment to the contradictory

dominant structuring force on structures of the two fields. Oscillating

dispositions. This in turn strengthens between valuing one and the other and

their commitment to their originary ultimately generating feelings of

habitus. conflict and ambivalence.

Boys in this category: Boys in this category:

Brendy (Secondary) Aidso (Grammar)

John (Grammar) Kenny (Grammar)

Jonty (Grammar) Peter (Grammar)

Jim (Grammar) Fergal (Grammar)

Charlie (Grammar) Ronan (Grammar)

This typology has taken me some way in addressing my research objectives and 

providing some answers to my research questions. My research aimed to develop 

insight into the experiences of working-class boys as they negotiated academic 

success within two different schools. From the outset. I was interested in how their 

experiences and dispositions compared across two different schools within the one
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locality; hoping thereby to gain an understanding of the impact of different types of 

institution on the boys’ habitus. As a means to gaining this understanding, the 

concept of institutional habitus was used. This theoretical tool was useful in 

explaining how the structures immanent in the field of each school “got under the 

skin” of the people in the institution. An Institutional habitus is the common way of 

thinking, feeling and acting that is engendered in agents within an organisation 

through membership of and experiences within the institution. The boys’ originary 

habitus, as engendered through membership of a family and a community, is 

therefore mediated through the institution, which will potentially support, confirm, 

erode, transform, reproduce, or conflict with, the originary habitus. It was therefore 

important to approach the analysis from the point of considering both the impact of 

the boys’ home as well as their school on their sense of identity. The habitus 

typology that 1 developed incorporates both the school and the home as important 

sites for engendering habitus. The typology shows differences in ways in which the 

structures of the field of home or the field of school dominate the habitus. Each of 

the four habitus types are outlined below with reference back to the boys who fit 

each category.

8.3.1 Abandoned habitus

Habitus change constantly in response to new experiences. 

Dispositions are subject to a kind of permanent revision, but one 

which is never radical, because it works on the basis of the premises 

established in the previous state (Bourdieu 2000, p,16l).

The abandoned habitus is one that is divided from the originary field. It is not 

truly abandoned as schemes of perception inscribe themeselves on the habitus on the 

basis of schemes that have already been laid down. It is not as though a person just 

decides to leave their old habitus behind like an empty shell and adopt a new one. 

Old schemes are buried rather than expunged but the idea of abandonment captures 

the notion of leaving one’s past behind. Of course the transformation in habitus is 

unlikely to be sudden but exposure to new fields can over time prompt the 

smothering of the originary schemes of perception. This appears to be the case with 

Gerry, for example, who can be seen to be rejecting some of the norms of his 

background. He is quite happy to be what his dad calls a “freak” and not conform to
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his dad's perception of normal masculinity. He has grown his hair long, wears 

colourful “emo” clothing and hangs out beyond the neighbourhood, in the city 

centre. Gerry does not seem to be struggling with his sense of identity and seems 

very comfortable to be "different’. Fot his reason his habitus does not fit any of the 

other categories. There are no examples of struggling with the structures of the 

originary field in an attempt to reconcile two sets of dispositions. Instead, he is open 

to transformation without ambivalence.

In the case of the abandoned habitus, the person's habitus is reshaped in line with 

the new field. For this to happen the person needs to recognise the value of the new 

field and to consider it superior to the old one.

8.3.2 Re-confirmed habitus

The re-confirmed habitus works similarly to the abandoned habitus but instead of 

the originary field being rejected and its schemes paved over, the new field does not 

map onto the habitus, and so the originary field is re-confirmed through a rejection 

of transformation. This category works when considering boys who encounter a new 

field and experience difficulties in accommodating the new sets of structures, as 

these are incongruent with the structures already internalized. These difficulties are 

not necessarily brought to the consciousness of the person but are part of the non- 

conscious operations of the habitus, and the new field’s structures simply find no 

means of being received by, and assimilated into, the originary schemes. The new 

structures do not then become part of the internalized dispositions of the habitus. The 

dispositions that are immanent in the structures of the new field do not find accord in 

the habitus. I have discussed this in relation to Brendy in Chapter six and John and 

Charlie in Chapter seven. In each of their cases their habitus is re-confirmed as it has 

rejected an alternative field and therefore alternative dispositions, conceptions and 

perceptions. In the case of all of these boys it leads to symbolic violence in the 

misrecognition of their working-class masculine identities. All of these boys felt 

judged, misunderstood and devalued within school. John represented this graphically 

in his model of excrement (see Figure 20 in Chapter 7). John and the others receive 

negative feedback in response to their bodily hexis (the way that habitus is inscribed 

on the body), but this does not cause them to change in order to be positively 

received. Instead, their habitus and dispositions become more firmly entrenched and
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they start to see school as an impossible place to be. For these boys, the gulf between 

the two worlds is too great for them to attempt to bridge it.

8.3.3 Reconciled habitus

In reality, what the new entrant must bring into the game is not the 

habitus that is tacitly or explicitly demanded there, but a habitus that 

is practically compatible, or sufficiently close, and above all 

malleable and capable of being converted into the required habitus, in 

short, congruent and docile, amenable to restructuring (Bourdieu

2000, p.100).

The reconciled habitus is one that is able to adapt to working in two opposing 

fields. It is a flexible and malleable habitus that reacts to the field it finds itself in 

and shapes to fit in. This category is useful for considering boys who are able to shift 

between the two fields with a degree of ease. In the context of this thesis it applies to 

Ollie, a secondary school boy and Mick, a grammar school boy. Both of these boys, 

in their own way have been able to reconcile the internalisation of both their 

originary field’s schemes of perception and the schemes of perception generated by 

experience in the school field.. The boys can successfully navigate both fields by 

drawing on these different aspects of habitus depending on which field they are in, 

i.e. they are responsive to each field and have a feel for the game and behave 

accordingly, much in the way that Lahire describes in The Plural Actor (Lahire 

2011). They have developed a habitus that is congruent with both fields and are able 

to behave in a way that is in attunement with both the fields’ accepted norms of 

behaviour, as well as dispositional norms. This is despite the contradictions and lack 

of alignment between the two fields. They appear to be able to accommodate both 

field structures despite the opposition.

It could be argued that in these circumstances, because of the incongruence of 

the schemes of perception and the differing ways in which a person acts in the 

separate fields, an high degree of reflexivity is generated/necessary. Neither boy, 

though, seems to wholeheartedly embrace both of the fields but has found a way of 

managing. It is possible that reflexivity generated by awareness of different 

influences of different fields can help to generate flexibility. For Mick this awareness 

involves acknowledging a dimninishing of the aspect of his identity based on his
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past and the influences of his home and neighbourhood, while at the same time being 

able to draw upon this aspect of himself when he needs to. He felt able to tap into the 

schemes of perception that were part of his original habitus, drawing on aspects of 

himself that he did not use when around his new friends. Mick’s use of the metaphor 

of a curtain being drawn over him. telling him which way to be in response to his 

environment, neatly captures the idea of drawing on multiple schemes of perception. 

For Ollie, the familiarity with the demands of the school environment in terms of 

presentation of self allows him to mould to an acceptable form of identity whilst 

maintaining his positive dispositions toward education. This adjustment and 

flexibility means he can now avoid bullying without compromising his original 

disposition. Overall, this habitus type appears to be a great resource as it allows the 

boys to operate successfully in both fields.

8.3.4 Destabilized habitus

A destabilized habitus occurs when the structuring forces of each field are 

incorporated into the habitus but cannot be reconciled. Instead the two separate 

schemes of perception vie for dominance. The person tries to incorporate the 
structuring forces of each field into their habitus but cannot achieve successful 

assimilation. Instead they oscillate between two dispositions and internalize conflict 

and division. In this type of habitus the person may see the value of each of the fields 

or may have strong influences from both. It is similar in a way to the reconciled 

habitus type as it involves the joining together of the two fields. However, with this 

type there is a lot more ambivalence and conflict over which field dominates in 

terms of enabling dispositions and ways of seeing and thinking. I have discussed 

Ronan, Jonty and Peter in the context of this category and their responses show a 

high degree of conflict in terms of how they consider ways of being and acting. Peter 

brings this out with reference to what he sees as a disingenuous aspect of his identiy, 

that is behaving like a smick. His feelings toward his smick persona are conflicted 

and his attitudes toward smicks waver between seeing them as inferior and liking 

them. Jonty maintains a ‘macho’ way of presenting himself in terms of mannerisms, 

posture and ways of speaking but styles his appearance in ways that contradict this 

sterotype. He fights with other macho boys who conform to a smick sense of style 

and dismisses them as ‘wankers’ but his attitude and manner gets him into trouble in
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class. Ronan talks of being pulled towards a particular type of working-class 

masculine identity that involves the concealmeant of the ‘real7 him. These boys 

showed signs of the inner struggles that characterise this habitus type. For those who 

fit the destabilized habitus type there is uncertainty about where they fit in in the 

worlds they occupy and difficulty about how this is unified with a sense of self. It is 

interesting that two of these boys talked about a Teal self as this suggests their need 

or desire to have a unified identity. This might explain their difficulties in finding 

reconciliation as it requires a flexible rather than unified self.

8.4 Back to the Research Questions

The habitus typology enabled analysis of the boys through consideration of the ways 

in which both home and school shape their habitus. This section will discuss the 

ways in which the typology aided the research objectives (listed above). With the 

aims and objectives in mind, I then formulated a more precise series of empirical 

research questions, as follows:

1. What is the role of locality in the construction of working-class boys’ 

identities?

2. How do academically successful working-class boys negotiate educational 
success and reconcile this with their working-class identity?

3. How do schools come to internalize certain dispositions towards their pupils 

through their structures and ways of organization?

4. How do schools interact with working-class boys and affect this negotiation 

and reconciliation?

Each of these questions will be addressed in turn with reference to my typology and 

the findings of this thesis.

8.4.1 What is the role of locality in the construction of working- 
class boys’ identities?

For many of the boys the locality was very important in defining who they are, 

and, in some cases, who they are not. The locality had served as the main field in 

which their originary habitus developed, and so had shaped their identities. Even 

when boys rejected the expected local norms of masculinity {abandoned habitus), as 

ascribed through their experiences within their working-class neighbourhoods and 

families, the locality still operated as the framework against which they measured
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themselves. What is interesting is that for many of these boys the locality mattered in 

terms of how they negotiated success in school and this is crucially shown through a 

consideration of the structuring influences of both the locality and the school, and 

therefore through the combined effects on the habitus. This is borne out in the 

habitus typology adopted by this study, which shows that the locality, as force in the 

development of schemes of perception and action, has varying degrees of dominance 

for different working-class boys. In some cases (re-confirmed habitus) the locality 

maintains a strong hold on identity and when this is found incompatible with the 

institutional habitus problems can arise between the pupil and the school, despite a 

perception (on the part of teachers) that the pupil is clever. In some cases (reconciled 

habitus) the boys were able to shift between the demands of the locality and the 

demands of the school field while yet other cases (destabilized habitus) saw 

difficulties arise in terms of fractured allegiance to both fields.

8.4.2 How do academically successful working-class boys
negotiate educational success and reconcile this with their 
working-class identity?

Different academically successful working-class negotiate educational success in 
their own ways; and reconciliation of success and identity plays out differently for 

different boys, with boys ranging from successful reconciliation to unsuccessful 

reconciliation, with a fluctuating and partial reconciliation in the middle. For many 

of the boys in this study, the habitus is exposed to conflicting structures from two 

different fields requiring a careful negotiation of identity in order to continue to both 

be educational successful and maintain a working-class identity. Some boys are able 

to operate smoothly in both fields (reconciled habitus), whilst others internalize a 

degree of conflict (destabilized habitus). Some of the boys resist/reject the school 

field (re-confirmed habitus), which creates difficulty; and others abandon the home 

field (abandoned habitus). The boys are differentially located within the school field, 

with some having higher levels of recognized cultural capital than others. Some 

boys, such as Ollie, have acquired high levels of capital from their family and are 

able to use this to gain advantage in their position. In Ollie’s case he was able to use 

his cultural capital to gain respect from teachers and assistance in overcoming 

bullying. Other boys are able to acquire capital by conforming to school 

expectations. For each boy the negotiation of success is different and the ease with
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which this negotiation takes place is not reducible to neighbourhood or parents’ 

occupations. Some of the boys from the most deprived neighbourhoods or with 

parents with the lowest status jobs were managing very well and had developed a 

flexible habitus. Likewise, some boys whose parents had the highest status jobs were 

finding this negotiation difficult. Overall, within this small sample the picture is 

messy but it highlights that working-class boys can find different ways of 

reconciling success and identity; and they do it with varying degrees of ease and 

unease.

8.4.3 How do schools interact with working-class boys and affect 
this negotiation and reconciliation?

In reality, what the new entrant must bring into the game is not the 

habitus that is tacitly or explicitly demanded there, but a habitus that 

is practically compatible, or sufficiently close, and above all 

malleable and capable of being converted into the required habitus, in 

short, congruent and docile, amenable to restructuring (Bourdieu

2000, p.100).

My study of the two schools shows the wide range of roles schools can play in 

affecting the negotiation of success and the reconciliation of success and identity. 

The institutional habitus of schools are important as they can foster or deny different 

identities and dispositions. For those boys who don’t mould to fit in with the 

insitution the experience of schooling can be unpleasant and one that generates in 

them feelings of unfairness. These boys can be categorised as examples of re

confirmed habitus. Their rejection of the school’s restructuring influence and refusal 

to be “malleable” strengthens their adherence to the schemes of perception and 

conception laid down through their originary habitus. Through a “failure” to align 

with the institution these boys do not gain the advantage of respect and value that the 

institution bestows on the right pupils. Robbins refers to these sorts of processes as 

cheating. He argues that the “conspiratorial collusion between middle-class staff and 

middle-class students which meant that these students received a structurally 

preferential treatment which was a kind of cheating” (Robbins 1993: 153). While all 

of the boys in this study are working-class it could be argued that a particularly type 

of working-class habitus is treated preferentially leaving other working-class boys
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cheated out of their education through an alienating process of devaluation. For boys 

categorized by the other three habitus types the interactions with the school are more 

positive. In particular those who are flexible and malleable can find a way of 

adapting to the demands of the institution and the habitus required there. Because of 

their ease of fit with school the abandoned habitus and reconciled habitus type boys 

move as fish in water within school, making educational success a smooth glide 

down the slipstream. The destabilized habitus boys oscillate between resisting a 

restructuring of habitus and being “amenable” to restructuring; and so their 

experience of success is somewhat patchy, with periods of being a fish in water and 

periods of being a fish out of water. The interaction between the school and the 

pupils can affect the boys’ habitus in different ways.

8.4.4 How do schools come to internalize certain dispositions 
towards their pupils through their structures and ways of 
organization?

Someone who has incorporated the structures of the field (or of a 

particular game) ‘finds his place’ there immediately, without having 

to deliberate, and brings out, without even thinking about it, ‘things to 

be done’ (business pragmata) and to be done ‘the right way’, action 
plans inscribed like a watermark in the situation, as objective 

potentialities, urgencies, which orient his practice without being 

constituted as norms or imperatives clearly defined by and for 

consciousness and will (Bourdieu 2000, pi43).

The “business pragmata” of a school are defined through its institutional habitus, 

which manifests in the collective habitus of those within and is not reducible to any 

one individual habitus, nor can it be conceptualised as an aggregation of individuals’ 

habitus. It is more than this and denotes the way that practice is oriented collectively 

through experience of the institution (and not just within it) and for the most part 

irregardless of the habitus that each individual enters the institution with. The 

institutional habitus of each school determines the ways in which schools constrain, 

or even generate, schemes of perception, conception and action. Through its 

structures and ways of organization the school generates its own particular habitus. 

This evolves through the school's history, its ethos, approaches to discipline,
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interaction with parents, community engagement, relationships with and attitudes 

towards pupils, and its physical environment. All of these aspects of a school help to 

define it and so determine its habitus. This habitus delineates the parameters of the 

acceptable ways of being within a school, therefore a powerful force in shaping the 

habitus of those within the institution. Each of the school had different structures and 

ways of organising; and so different habitus.

St. Matthew’s, for example, was characterised by its long tradition of academic 

achievement and its history of shaping young working-class men of promise into 

middle-class professionals. It had developed an institutional habitus geared towards 

moulding and reshaping “many a ragged personality”, which meant that discipline 

was important, as was control and monitoring of pupils, as demonstrated by the 

introduction of CCTV on the corridors as well as the refusal to let the boys take part 

in video-making. Boys who oriented their practice in line with the school’s 

expectations {abandoned habitus and reconciled habitus) fared well in this 

environment as they accepted and mouled to the expectations of acceptable manner 

and behaviour.

St John’s on the other hand was characterised by informality and its recognition 

of working-class identity. The school had developed strong links with the local 

community and several senior members of staff were originally from the community 

with some having attended the school. This enabled quite an understanding approach 

to be taking with the boys. Communication with parents attempted to be informal 

and respectful, and many teachers attempted to develop strong informal relationships 

with the boys. Its habitus, therefore, was very amenable to many of the successful 

working-class teenage boys as it was very “aspirational working-class” friendly. This 

explains why many of the boys were in the suppported habitus category, outside of 

the typology for explaining habitus processes when two fields oppose. In other 

words, for many boys the secondary school and home were aligned. For others, 

however, there was no easy alignment and they had barriers to overcome in order to 

make the schooling process work for them.

These different habitus meant that each school had its own parameters of 

acceptable ways of being, which of course had repercussions in terms of the boys’ fit 

with the institution and ultimately the habitus type they developed. The secondary 

school habitus was more attuned to the orginary habitus of many of the successful
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boys in this study whereas the grammar school boys required a greater amount of 

habitus transformation in order to be congruent with the school.

8.5 Conclusions

In conclusion, this thesis has made three contributions to the existing body of work. 

Firstly, it has added to empirical research on working class boys and schooling. This 

contribution can be seen in three ways: the focus on academically successful boys; 

the emphasis on the role of the school and the institutional habitus; and the emphasis 

on the role of locality. In particular, the study connects home and locality and also 

builds upon the concept of institutional habitus by showing ways in which school 

structures and forms of organization delineate habitus parameters for those within 

the school in ways not reducible to individuals.

Secondly, this thesis has contributed to Bourdieu's theory of practice by 

expanding what little he wrote on the structuring forces of contradictory fields, to 

devise a habitus typology for understanding the processes involved in living life in 

two not wholly compatible fields. This analysis has allowed for a nuanced 

understanding of the complexities involved in being educationally successful and 

working-class, an understanding that has drawn out differences in dispositions 

amongst working-class boys. This is important as it shows working-class boys as 

heterogeneous and contributes to a non-pathologising and essentialist 

conceptualization of working-class masculinity.

Finally, the research methodology that was used contributes to the formulation of 

research methods that are “friendly” to young people by being fun, but also by 

breaking down some of the tension that can characterize the researcher-participant 

relationship (Mauthner 1997; Morrow 1999; Eder & Fingerson 2002; Basset et al 

2008). The video cameras allowed the pupils to consider their identity when not in 

the presence of an adult and to have complete control over what to communicate. 

What resulted was access to parts of their lives, thoughts and feelings that were 

unlikely to be accessed through the ordinary interview. Brendy’s video of teenage 

life on the street provided a brief and powerful glance of the workd of a working- 

class teenage boy that would have been very difficult for the researcher to have 

otherwise accessed. Ollie’s video discussion of being bullied gave him the 

opportunity to raise something that was intimate, without having to speak face-to- 

face. The plasticine method also engaged the young people in reflection and so
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provided time and space for considered responses, again breaking down potential 

anxieties about speaking to adults. Having the plasticine artefact as the focus of the 

interview also helped to alleviate any tension as the focus was on the artefact rather 

than the person. As both the rearcher and the participant spent most time looking at 

the object issues around eye contact were avoided. This resulted in the participants 

being relaxed, noticeable in their lack of nervous fidgeting. Talking about the 

plasticine model rather than about themselves explicitly perhaps helped the 

participants to be more open.

Overall this thesis has challenged me to think about the ways in which class is 

sometimes not reproduced, but how this is still compatible with Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice. Despite their experiences of success the boys’ educational life is still 

fraught with inequalities and injustices. I have been pushed to understand the 

diversity of dispositions toward education that I found amongst my working-class 

boys and the varying levels of struggles they underwent in order to achieve and 

maintain educational success. The research captured boys at a fragile age in terms of 

identity formation and perhaps this accounts for the high degree of conflicted habitus 

types within the small group that I studied. It would, therefore, be interesting to see 

how the reconciliation of success and identity develops for successful, and 

aspirational, older teenage boys as they journey through A level study and transition 

into university. It is possible, for example, that at this stage more boys may be found 

in the abandoned habitus category. Or perhaps more of the conflicted boys would 

shift to the reconciled habitus type. Furthermore, it would be interesting to consider 

the range of dispositions as they emerge with young working-class primary school 

aged boys.

This research is a partial story of how some working-class boys are managing to 

reconcile their educational success and their identity. Although I spent a 

considerable amount of time in each school and generated a wealth of data, when it 

came to writing up I felt that the story was incomplete. With the benefit of hindsight 

I think that the research would have benefited from an ethnographic approach being 

taken to the neighbourhood and home life. In my study, this was logistically difficult 

in terms of access, ethics and time. However, a study that brings together an 

ethnography of a school with an ethnography of home life would powerfully explore 

some of the processes I have attempted to highlight.
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Another area that could be further developed, that I have touched upon in this 

thesis but not with the detail that I would have liked, is that of bodily hexis. When 

writing up this thesis I found the non-conscious, non-verbal interactions between 

teachers and students to be really important in communicating value to the boys. 

However, it became very difficult to articulate and my notes did not do justice to 

these interactions. The analytical lens of hexis was not something I was using when 

in the field. While I intuitively felt the significance of these interactions I could not 

find a way of putting them into words. This issue warrants further attention in 

research and perhaps through the medium of video these sorts of interactions could 

be analysed.

Finally, for the boys in this study the institution was crucial in 

challenging/maintaining/supporting/misrecognising their identity. In terms of 

teacher's practices there are some instances of a complete lack of understanding or 

respect for working-class culture, which is perhaps something that could be 

addressed at the level of teacher training. In Northern Ireland, despite its class- 

divided system of secondary schooling, class is not explicitly on the agenda in 

teacher training, leaving many teachers, most of whom who have been grammar 

school educated, unable to fathom the value of working-class culture. It is little 

wonder that they then seek to reshape the “ragged personality” they find before 

them. Perhaps, it is time for class to be put on the educational agenda.
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APPENDIX: INFORMED CONSENT

QQueens University
Belfast

Date.

Dear Parent,

I am a PhD student at the School of Education. Queen's University. My research 
project is on teenage boys' thoughts and opinions about their own identities and the 
identities of other people within their school. School name have kindly allowed me 
to spend some time with the Year 11 class to carry out a research study.

This study will take place over four months and the pupils will be removed from 
their classroom for no more than an hour at a time on eight separate occasions. Other 
time will be spent with the pupils in their school environment without interrupting 
their usual schedule. The study should be fun and rewarding for the pupils and they 
will have the opportunity to produce short video clips which will form the basis of 
discussion on the theme of identity. Individual interviews will be recorded with a 
voice recorder and group discussions will be video-recorded. As pupils will be 
making videos it is possible that their image will also be recorded visually by 
themselves or other pupils.

Please read the attached Informed Consent form, and sign on the back of the page if 
you agree that your child can take part. Then return one copy of the signed form to 
Teacher's name. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me 
before you sign the form, using the phone numbers or email address below.

Regards,

Nicola Ingram

School of Education 
Queen's University

Office: (028) 9097 3185 
Mobile: 07930109139

Belfast 
BT7 INN

Email: ningramO 1 @qub.ac.uk 
Web: http://www.qub.ac.uk
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Q.U.B. INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR PARENTS AND 

PARTICIPANTS
Project Title: Teenage Boys and Identity

Researcher:
Nicola Ingram, BA, PGCE, Graduate Student
Queen’s University, Belfast
BT7 INN
(028) 9097 3185
ningramO 1 @,qub.ac.uk

Description: This research project is on teenage boys’ perceptions of their own 

identities and the identities of other people. The boys will have the opportunity to 

produce video clips which will be shown to their peers. These videos will provide 

the focus for group discussion and individual interviews where the boys will have 

the opportunity to express their opinions and listen to the views of other pupils 

within the school.
Duration: 8 weeks

Benefits: It is hoped that this research will enhance teenage boys’ awareness of their 

own identities and those of other people. 1 would hope that it will also contribute to 

our understanding of inclusion and exclusion within schools. In addition, pupils 

should find the video making and discussions quite enjoyable, and it will help to 

improve their communication skills.

Risks: Pupils will potentially disagree with one another in the group discussions. 

However, as disagreement is an inevitable component of social interaction it is not 

expected that this debate will cause any harm. It will also take place in a classroom 

environment with a mediating adult and will allow the pupils to develop their 

negotiating and debating skills.

Voluntary Participation and Right to Withdraw: Your son’s participation in the 

research is completely voluntary. Your son/you are free to refuse to participate in the 

research and may withdraw from this study at any time. The decision to withdraw 

will bring no negative consequences to you or your child. Written assent will be 

sought from each pupil before each successive part of the study commences.
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Confidentiality: It is possible that images the children produce will be published 
and/or used in presentations at conferences. You may require that your child is 
anonymised by having their image blurred and this will be respected. No other 
identifying details will be used.

Informed Consent: I,____________________________________

(parent/guardian),
(please print)

have read the project description overleaf. I understand the purpose of the study, the 

procedures to be used, the potential risks, the confidentiality of the study, and the 

option to withdraw from the study at any time. My signature below indicates that I 

freely agree to my child’s participation in this research study.

Signature Date (dd/mm/yyyy)

Young Person’s Name:_________________________________________

Young Person’s Date of Birth {dd/mm/yyyy): ____/____ /_______

Email address {optional) _____________________________________

Informed Consent: I, ____________________________________  (participating

pupil),
(please print)

have read the project description overleaf. I understand the purpose of the study, the 

procedures to be used, the potential risks, the confidentiality of the study, and the 

option to withdraw from the study at any time. My signature below indicates that I 

freely agree to my participation in this research study.

Signature Date (dd/mm/yyyy)
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Informed Assent For Teachers

Before beginning the research I met with the principal or other senior member of 
staff to discuss the research, giving an opportunity for questions to be asked. 
Subsequently 1 was introduced to the rest of the staff and explained the project 
without compromising it. They were told that my main focus on boys’ identities but 
also how they relate to school (and schooling).

On my first arrival at a teacher’s class I agin explained the purpose of what I was 
doing and to teachers who had the opportunity to refuse or permit my presence in 
their classrooms. Each subsequent time I went to a class I asked the teacher if I could 
observe and take notes.

Teachers had the opportunity to ask me questions about what I was doing at many 
different points in the research. Some teachers did this while 1 was in their 
classrooms and others chatted to me about the study in the staffroom.

Teachers who were interviewed were aware that what they said may be used in 
publications or presentations.
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