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Careers Learning from Biographies

SESSION OUTLINE

	Title:
	Career Learning from Biographies


	Approximate length:
(state if/how it can be flexible)

	2 day group session
Since the number of activities and tasks can be applied in a flexible way the session can be offered both as a 1-day or as a 2-day-workshop.


	Aim:
	As a means of career orientation students and graduates are frequently invited by different parties to listen to individual career success stories. Research raises doubt about whether these presentations have a positive effect on those who need career orientation at least without having a proper introduction on how to learn from biographies. 
An obstacle to achieve a positive outcome seems to be that students and graduates look out for career role models in order to adopt the model’s biographical decisions to their own lives in a 1:1 mode. 
However, these recipients very often neglect the social, cultural, political, time-circumstantial, individual etc. imprint of the success stories. As a result the recipients are often frustrated and disappointed because they sense the limited transferability without knowing how to separate the individual aspects from parts which could be productive for their own lifes.


	Learning Outcomes:
	The seminar should help the students to develop a more analytical view on biographical narration:

· What is bound to the individual speaker?

· What aspects can productively be applied to one’s own biographical development?

In the seminar, selected audio material from the Student Stories”-source should be analyzed in a structured way in order to enable the students to access biographical narration and especially success stories in a more reflective way.


	Group:
	Students and young graduates from all disciplines
min 12 participants, max 20 participants


	Room requirements:
	Internet access and audio speakers, flipcharts


	Materials: 


	Student Stories web site (www.studentstories.co.uk); I Could web site (icould.com/videos), summarizing handouts, if applicable. Audio recorders for Activity 6.



THE SESSION

	Introduction:
	Plenary discussion

Workshop instructor takes notes on flip chart

How have you encountered biographical narration?
What is your attitude towards biographical stories – do you like them, do you think they are boring - and why?

What is your experience of others talking about their professional development (e. g. your parents, grandparents)? Do you think you can learn from their experience or don't you. Why?
Group can try to identify different ways to approach and to process biographical narration, write key words on flip chart. 

Goal: Introducing the topic, making participants familiar with the topic, for the instructor opportunity to getting to know the participants, their attitudes of the topic and their thoughts about the workshop.




	Activity 1: 


	Learning 1
Individual imprints of biographical narration

Dylan talks about delaying looking for a career: http://www.studentstories.co.uk/audio/details.php?id=667 
Barry talks about feeling that he didn't deserve to get a First: http://www.studentstories.co.uk/audio/details.php?id=816 
Emma talks about overcoming a difficult oral exam: http://www.studentstories.co.uk/audio/details.php?id=155 
Tasks:

Try to listen to how the three people describe their view of the relationship between effort and success.
Try to write down some key words you think are central to these presentations.
Do the speakers introduce any learning points/attitudes that could be helpful for others?
Learning points: Assessment and interpretation of biographical situations can be highly subjective. Comparing three statements on "effort", this exercise is meant to exemplify this fact. 
Possibly for the first time, in this exercise students try to single out aspects of narration that are bound to the individual and other points that have the capacity to be transferred to other people's lives. 




	Activity 2:
	Learning 2
Dealing with doubts and insecurity

Anna talks about applying her degree to the job market:
http://www.studentstories.co.uk/audio/details.php?id=257 
Richard talks about the options he's considering as a Geography graduate: 

http://www.studentstories.co.uk/audio/details.php?id=446 
Roz talks about her undergrad degree and PhD not equipping her for anything in the job market:
http://www.studentstories.co.uk/audio/details.php?id=855 
Questions to the participants:

Who of the three is right? Where does the truth lie?

What other influences and attitudes besides the choice of subject do you see?

How much influence do we have on how optimistic we are? 
Learning points: Participants learn about the relativity of what we describe as "real". They might see how the interaction becomes effective between behaviour, attitude and emerging biographical "facts" (self-fulfilling prophecy/planned happenstance).




	Activity 3: 


	Learning 3
Approaching the future

Megan talks about how her work placement helped her realise what she wanted to do in life:
http://www.studentstories.co.uk/audio/details.php?id=514 
Leila talks about the challenge of entering the world of work:
http://www.studentstories.co.uk/audio/details.php?id=105 
Questions to the participants:

In what different ways do the two interviewees approach their future career?

What experiences influenced their different attitudes?

How would you describe your view on your future career?

In what way can listening to such different narrations help you to become clearer of your point of view?

Learning points: 
Here students see how two people face the same challenge (entering the world of work) in very different ways. 
On the one hand this example illustrates that biographical narratives do not offer unambiguous role models. At the same time they encourage people to find ways which are individually suitable. 



	Activity 4: 


	Learning 4

The bigger picture: reflecting on a career

Television Presenter, Producer and Writer talks about his biography and his professional development
http://icould.com/videos/tim-lovejoy/ 
Questions to the participants:

After having focused on single aspects of biographical narration in the previous audio clips, in this recording the interviewee mentions a whole number of internal and external influences on his career. Can you mention some of them?

What aspects do you consider to be relevant for you?

Learning points: 
From this audio example the students can learn about a whole range of aspects that might influence one professional development: zeitgeist, economy, parents' influence, hobbies and interests, personal energy, boundary-less career etc. 
Then they can single out which aspects are relevant for them individually and others that might not be that important to them personally.




	Activity 5: 


	Application 1
Listening to each other

Working in pairs
Tell me about a career-related event in your life: e.g. How did you decide your course of study? How did you succeed in getting a favourable internship? What made you successful in getting a profitable part-time job?

Round 1: one partner tells the story; the other partner listens and takes notes: What is bound to the individual and what could possibly be transferred to someone else's situation.

Round 2: vice versa

Short reflection in plenary: What was difficult, easy, helpful, unfamiliar?



	Activity 6: 


	Application 2:

Can we learn from friends and family?

Requires three or four volunteers, particularly suited to taking place in the evening between day 1 and day 2.
Volunteers make a recording of a 5 minute biographical narration of a friend, a parent etc. to be analysed the next day

In advance, plenary could agree on one or two guiding questions they are especially interested in to possibly learn about.

(Volunteers need to ask the person for consent for their narration to be used in workshop and need to be given audio recorders)


	Activity 7: 


	Application 3
Analysis of own recordings

Which aspects are bound to the individual personality, time, social group, cultural background, political context etc.?
Which aspects might be applicable to other people?

Do the narrations help us to answer the guiding questions asked in activity 6?




	Conclusions:
	Working in groups of 3

Coming back to the notes taken from the opening plenary (on flip chart)

Given what you did and learnt during this workshop do you now see in a different way what you said about your attitude towards biographical narration yesterday?

Has your attitude towards learning from biographies changed during the workshop?

Do you think you will use biographical narration as a source of learning in the future and how will you go about this?

Potential questions to discuss:

How can we benefit from biographical narration?

- single out "objective" facts?

- finding role models?

- getting food for thought?

- receiving inspiration?

- having a starting point for (critical) reflection?

- being inspired by association?

- finding counter-visions to our own views?
- ....?

Short reports back to plenary




	Resources:
	Key word list for course instructors
How to deal with biographical narration in order to make it a learning experience for others?

· Compare biographical material of different people.
· Critically discuss biographical narrations within the learning group and raise awareness for various alternative interpretations.
· Encourage students not to be too awestruck by so called success stories. Encourage to find an own point of view.
· Encourage students to remain at an analytic distance.
· Direct the students' attention to the general attitude of the narrator: optimistic, pessimistic etc.?

· What values of the narrator become evident? Do you share the same values?

· Analyse one person's account of an episode from a) the point of view of different participants of the narration, b) the point of view of absent parties c) different theoretical perspectives (psychological, sociological, historical).
· Try to deconstruct an episode.
· Which things are not said, not mentioned, are missing in an episode and why do you think they do?
· Pay attention to the speakers/writers interpretation of events, action etc. Do you agree with this interpretation?

· Does the narrator introduce the course of events in chronological order or does she/he deviate from chronology? 

· Do common themes emerge in different narrations of the same person?

· How does the narrator present his/her episodes: earnestly, playfully, ironically etc.? Why in this way? Does the narrator want his episode to be seen in this way in retrospect?

· Pay attention to the beginning: It often signals important points of the whole presentation and tries to make the listener/reader open for agreement.

· What about the choice of words: striking, unusual?

· What questions remain open/unanswered?
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