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Abstract

This paper explores the way that higher education (HE) is being marketed as an essential commodity through the notion of dream weavers and dream catchers.  We suggest that powerful dream weavers, such as policy, institutions and the media, are influential in the shaping of students ‘imagined futures’ as they make transitions into and between Further and Higher Education.  Drawing on a Foucauldian notion of governmentality, we suggest that these powerful dream weavers act as modes of persuasion, enticing students with the promise of ‘dream careers’ and ‘dream jobs’.  We highlight the way that Widening Participation initiatives are promoted as liberatory but suggest that they can also be restrictive in that they only open up certain types of possibilities.   By examining the stories of two students who fall within the remit of widening participation and how they imagine their futures, we assert that what may be marketed as the opportunity to realise aspirations and dreams, may lead to ‘improbable futures’. 
This work reported here forms part of the FurtherHigher Project.  The FurtherHigher Project is funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (Award reference RES-139-25-0245) and is part of the ESRC’s Teaching and Learning Research Programme.  
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Want to make your dreams a reality? Aimhigher!
Everyone has dreams and whatever your dream career, one thing is for sure - going into higher education (HE) to study will help make your dreams a reality.  It will open up more possibilities than you imagined possible, and you'll have the time of your life into the bargain! Whether you’re still at school, in work or unemployed, HE can improve your career prospects and help you find your dream job. 

INTRODUCTION

  The above dream driven extract is taken from the Aimhigher website, part of the English Government’s strategies to widen participation into higher education (HE). The thrust of policy is to both increase and to widen participation in HE; increase in terms of the numbers participating in education beyond compulsory schooling, and widen in terms of encouraging participation in HE by previously under-represented groups (e.g. people from lower socio-economic backgrounds, minority ethnic groups and people with disabilities).

  Explored through the notion of dream weavers and dream catchers, this paper focuses on how HE is being marketed as an essential commodity for realising future career dreams.  We consider the idea that dreams are promoted and identify some powerful dream weavers. We also explore the dream catchers; how 2 people have incorporated the discourses into their visions for the future.  This is in order to provide an illustration of the power effects of the discourses, which suggest that success is consumable and easily achieved.

  The paper reports on preliminary findings of research which is part of the ESRC funded FurtherHigher project.  We begin by examining some of the influential dream weavers within the FE and HE contexts and have framed this within a Foucauldian notion of governmentality.  We then turn to the stories of the two students from this project, making specific reference to their ‘imagined futures’ (Ball, 1999).  We assert that these ‘imagined futures’ create horizons for action but they may also be leading to ‘improbable futures’.

DREAM WEAVERS

  Here we outline three of the dream weavers that we have identified as being influential in the promotion of students’ imagined futures.  Firstly we look at policy and the promotion of dreams by the Aimhigher initiative; secondly the marketing of courses by HE institutions and thirdly we turn to media and celebrity culture.  We acknowledge that there are other aspects that we could have focused upon, such as family or significant others, but have limited our discussion for the purposes of this paper. 
Policy dream- weavers

  The Government’s dream of 50 per cent of people below the age of 30 benefiting from higher education by 2010 has been the driving force behind initiatives to widen participation.  Widening Participation has been promoted through a number of initiatives such as Action on Access, Aimhigher and the introduction in 2001, of Foundation Degrees.  Aimhigher is a national programme which ‘aims to widen participation in higher education by raising the aspirations and developing the abilities of young people from under-represented groups’.  The main focus of this initiative is within schools and colleges to encourage progression to HE and promotes itself overtly as a dream weaver as this extract from its web pages, quoted earlier, illustrates:
             Want to make your dreams a reality? Aimhigher! 
Everyone has dreams and whatever your dream career, one thing is for sure - going into higher education (HE) to study will help make your dreams a reality.  It will open up more possibilities than you imagined possible, and you'll have the time of your life into the bargain! Whether you’re still at school, in work or unemployed, HE can improve your career prospects and help you find your dream job. (Aimhigher, 2007)

Here the message supports the link between HE and employability, future careers and employment.  The realization of ‘dreams’ and the acquisition of ‘dream jobs’ is endorsed and potentially achieved through participation in HE. 
  We suggest that Aimhigher is not the only weaver of dreams; higher education institutions also play their part.

Institutional dream weavers

  The marketing material produced by higher education institutions, for instance in the form of prospectuses and increasingly websites, plays a part in influencing how people imagine their future.  Most advertised courses offer suggestions for possible future careers or employment routes as exemplified by this extract from a post-1992 university radiotherapy and oncology course:
There is an increasing demand for graduate therapeutic radiographers in the health service, especially those who can do clinical research…You can work as a therapeutic radiographer delivering a technically advanced but caring service in hospitals around the world.  (BA radiotherapy and oncology, post-1992 University website)

This course might therefore appeal to people who want to enter research or would like to travel once they are qualified  This is in comparison to its sister course in radiography offered at the same university which has a more local focus:
Most graduates secure their first professional post immediately after graduation within our region’s hospitals. (BA radiography, post-1992 university website)
The difference in promoted outcomes for these two courses may be due to differences in admission rates.  We may speculate that the inclusion of opportunities for research and travel will attract a wider range of people and helps to differentiate the course in radiotherapy from the course in radiography. We suggest that as people look for courses, they are influenced by the potential outcomes offered in the marketing literature.  For some people their choice of course will fit with existing dreams, for others it will be influential in shaping those dreams.  We turn now to a very powerful dream weaver; media and celebrity.
Media and Celebrity dream weavers

  Wildermuth and Dalsgaard’s (2006) exploration of the role of media as an influential factor in the construction of imagined futures amongst young people in Brazil, has resonances for our current work despite the very different context.  Drawing on Appaduria’s
 (1996) theoretical framework, they suggest that access to media images: ‘…makes the creation of new identities and the dreaming of aspirations possible for ordinary people’ (p. 14). In addition, they conclude that the consumption of mass media is hugely influential in the development of imagined ‘other’ and ‘future’ lives. 

  Mass media is central to many approaches and theories concerned with celebrity and celebrity culture (Marshall, 1997; Rojec, 2001). Taking a Foucauldian perspective, Marshall (1997) suggests that celebrity is a social construction in which the mass-media plays a leading role in governing the population. Defining the term celebrity, he suggests that the term can be seen as a metaphor for value in modern society: ‘More specifically, it describes a type of value that can be articulated through an individual and celebrated publicly as important and significant’ (p.7). Television has been a medium through which individuals have been afforded celebrity status, and television promotes this in a particular way. According to Marshall, television celebrities are: ‘….configured around conceptions of familiarity’ (p119). This is most evident in the direct mode of address which is possible in television and reinforced through a form of intimacy which the location of television in the home exploits. 

  As a way to frame these dream weavers we have looked to aspects of Foucault’s work concerning power.  In particular we have drawn on the concept of governmentality as a means to theorise the stories of our participants.
THE POWER OF DREAMS

  We have begun to theorise these dream weavers in terms of a Foucauldian notion of power.  For Foucault, power is not something that is possessed but exercised within relationships.  Foucault explains:

Power must be analysed as something which circulates, or rather is something which only functions in the form of a chain.  It is never localised here or there, never in anybody’s hands, never appropriated as a commodity or piece of wealth.  Power is employed and exercised through a net-like organisation.  And not only do individuals circulate between its threads; they are always in the position of simultaneously undergoing and exercising this power.  They are not only its inert or consenting target; they are always also the elements of its articulation.  In other words, individuals are the vehicle of power, not its points of application.  (Foucault, 1976, p.98)

For Foucault power is everywhere and cannot be escaped but he also emphasises that not all power is oppressive but may also have emancipatory potential. Power is employed and circulates through discourse and texts which form part of the make-up of social institutions and cultural products.  Foucault suggests that ‘discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also undermines and exposes it; renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it (Foucault, 1978, p101).  For Foucault, power and knowledge are fused in the discourses of society.  
  Foucault was concerned with how power impacts upon individuals.  One way in which he addressed this was by expanding the political domain to include forms of social domination which impacted upon the personal sphere. A particular practice of power was suggested by Foucault as an ‘art of government’ – governmentality (1978).  Power enacted through governmentality works as a form of persuasion or coercion, whereby people act in ways which appear self-motivated and for self-interest but can also be interpreted as mechanisms of social control.  The concern here was with how social practices and discourses shape the behaviour of individuals for the ‘good of society’ as a whole.  This employment of power is a characteristic of modern liberal societies and can be seen as a means to encourage individuals to help themselves (Edwards, 2002). This form of power is not just oppressive but can foster and promote attributes in the individual. 
  Applying a Foucauldian notion of governmentality to Further and Higher Education we can begin to see the way that education is promoted for the benefit of individuals but the underlying motive is that it is for national prosperity within a global marketplace.  The effect of these discourses can be highlighted by looking at government, as Dean suggests:

 ‘to analyse government is to analyse those practices that try to shape, sculpt, mobilise and work through the choices, desires, aspirations, needs, wants and lifestyles of individuals and groups’ (Dean, 1999:12; cited by Edwards, 2002).  
It is the way that individual choices, desires and aspirations have been shaped by the practices and discourses surrounding education that we address here.  From the stories of the student ‘dream catchers’ which follow we examine the effects of these ‘dream weavers’, some of which we suggest are very powerful influences.
DREAM CATCHERS

  We turn now to the stories of two students who have participated in our research.  Both these women can be described as falling within the remit of widening participation as defined by policy criteria of ethnic background and family experience of HE.  Skittles has a Black-Caribbean background and Lorraine is the first of her family to enter higher education.
Skittles

  Skittles is the youngest member of a Black Caribbean family and she is the first of her family to study away from home.  Her two older brothers studied in HE locally and are now in employment.  Keeping in touch with her family and friends is very important and she telephones her father every day.  Although she lives in the halls of residence at her college, she travels home every week-end and has continued to do so since the start of her degree programme.  This is her story:
I’m Skittles.  I’m eighteen and I‘ve just started my BA Honours degree in Culinary Arts Management.  I did Biology, Psychology and English Language / Literature ‘A’ levels at a small sixth form college.

 I always wanted to be a chef.  I think it all started when I was little.  Yan was his name; a programme on TV called ‘Yan can cook’.  I lived in the Caribbean at the time so it was on American Broadcast.  I watched it every week.  I’m a geek, I watch the cooking channel, UK Food, and there’s a lot of them on there that are particularly good.  I watch food programmes all day sometimes.
 I think when we finish I’ll be nearly twenty-two and applying for jobs.  I will already have had a year’s experience in working on our placement and hopefully I’ll get a part time job in a restaurant which will give me even more experience. So I think after that if I work for maybe two or three years, hopefully as a Head Chef, I can further just gain experience and just slowly catch on to certain things and open my own restaurant by the time I’m  27.  I don’t want to leave it that late but hopefully I’ll have my own restaurant by the time I’m about 25 actually.  And then with my experience as a head chef and speaking to other managers and stuff I could improve my restaurant so hopefully it won’t clash on them and from there start a chain.  So I’m hoping with my year placement that I can get it in a respectable place, like maybe… I’m hoping the Hilton.  If I get it there I’ll be so happy because employers recognise that on your CV so they’ll be more likely to employ you.  I’ve only recently started a job so that’s new as well.  I’m a retail assistant at Next.

Like many of the participants in Riseborough’s (1993) study of students on a BTEC National Diploma course (Hotel, Catering and Institutional Operations) 14 years earlier, Skittles has a vision of the future in which there will be a plentiful choice of employment opportunities.  She sees herself climbing up a career ladder accelerated by work-experience and employment.  This is a meteoric rise, in which she envisions running her own restaurant by the age of 27 (but preferably age 25) and from there management, or ownership of a chain of restaurants.  Unlike Ian in Riseborough’s study however, who articulated a longer time frame for this type of enterprise and the hard work which it involved, Skittles’ dream of the future appears to border on a fantasy, influenced by memories of a childhood TV chef, and currently fuelled by the plethora of TV programmes about cooking, and the celebrity, god-like status now afforded to chefs (Cadwallader, 2006; Pratten, 2003).  There is no mention of some of the realities of working in the industry; the long, anti-social hours, the physical demands of the job and conditions of work, poor pay, sexism, and the administrative demands which are an additional burden for head chefs (Pratten, ibid).  Skittles’ vivid imagined future perhaps reflects the ease with which celebrity status appears to be gained and displays naivety at the very least.  This is evidenced by her choice of vocational degree programme, influenced by a whole host of media images around food, cooking, and chefs, but incongruously in her choice of part-time employment in the retail industry.  
  Like Skittles, Lorraine has a dream of what she would like to do with her life.  Again we can see the influence of dream weavers that have helped to shape and construct her imagined future.
Lorraine
  Lorraine is a single parent with a 4-year-old little boy.  She is white from a family with no previous experience of higher education.  Lorraine’s narrative suggests that she would welcome more support and encouragement from her parents in moving into higher education but they do not appear to appreciate the significance which taking the course has for her.  This is her story:

My name is Lorraine and I am 28 years old.  I have just completed a Science Access course and will soon be starting a BA in radiotherapy and oncology.  I wasn’t encouraged to stay on at school so I left at 16 and did nothing for a while.  Then my mum told me that if I wasn’t going to do anything then I should move out. 

I managed to get a job doing admin and then the following year I went to college to do a GNVQ in Travel and Tourism which was geared towards travel agency work.  I did about half the course then got a job through my placement as a receptionist.  After about 6 years I was bored as it was not really challenging.  I moved to a web-design company but then I became pregnant, so I took a year off before working part-time for a telephone order line.  Again I found this a bit boring so I took another admin job but there weren’t enough hours available so I moved here to the bank.  I’ve been here a couple of years now and at least I haven’t been quite so bored because they move you round departments.  But I realised that I couldn’t do this forever, so that’s when I started looking on the internet to see what career would suit me. 

  I remembered how helpful and supportive the radiotherapists were at the hospital when my granddad was ill with cancer and thought that that was something that I could see myself doing.  So I contacted the university and they told me that I needed 2 A levels or the science access course.  
 Now I’ve passed this course and will be starting at university soon.  In the future I want to pass my degree then stay working locally for a few years to gain experience.  Then I will have a world-recognisable qualification so will be able to work abroad as there is a shortage of radiotherapists.  I’d like to go to poorer countries where I can help and then maybe after that I will go into research.  

We don’t know whether these dreams will become reality but it appears that dreaming of far away places has been a way for Lorraine to ‘escape’ the boredom of unfulfilling administrative jobs.  Lorraine has a son who will be seven by the time she graduates from university and although travelling with a small child is not impossible, the logistics as a single parent would not be for the faint-hearted.  However, unlike Skittles, she does not specify a time-scale for the realisation of her dreams, so she may defer until her child is older before commencing her travels.  

  Lorraine is clear that gaining an internationally recognised qualification will allow her to fulfil her dreams of travelling and later to undertake some research.  Her choice of degree course was as a result of her own internet searching so the on-line prospectus would appear to be influential.  Her words mirror the prospectus for her chosen course, a BA in Radiography and Oncology, which states:

There is an increasing demand for graduate therapeutic radiographers in the health service, especially those who can do clinical research…You can work as a therapeutic radiographer delivering a technically advanced but caring service in hospitals around the world.  (Post-1992 University website)

It would appear that Lorraine has woven the marketing material of the university into her own vision of the future, with her ideas framed by the wording of the prospectus.  Lorraine’s dreams of travelling the world existed before she began her studies, but she now has a means of validating her dreams.  What was originally a vague notion of wanting to travel can now be interpreted as a vision of working abroad as a radiotherapist and reinforces her belief in the possibility of travel.  As for her desire to do research in the future, this is more likely to be a direct consequence of the university’s marketing material.
DISCUSSION 
  It is probable that Skittles and Lorraine have been influenced by a range of dream weavers both marginal and central to their choice to enter higher education and realise the futures they envisage.  Both Skittles and Lorraine describe their past and present educational and life histories, as well as their future ambitions, in ways which could be perceived as independent and self-determining.  However, these dream weavers can also be viewed as modes of persuasion, not in an overtly coercive sense but: ‘…..through the tensions generated in the discrepancy between how life is and how much better one thinks it could be’ (Rose, 1996, p73 quoted in Masschelein and Quaghebeur, 2005).  Both the rhetoric of widening participation and more specifically for Skittles, the media images of the lifestyles of chefs, act in powerful ways to promote imagined futures which are ‘better’; better in the sense of being employed, self-employed, interesting, fulfilling or providing opportunities for travel.  However, there is no mention within the discourses that having a degree is not a guarantee of employment or more specifically employment at a level once described as ‘graduate employment’ with a ‘graduate’ salary (Gorard et al, 2006).  Education becomes increasingly more limiting as Ainley (2007) argues: 

Dedicated obsessively to the vocational ‘needs’ of the economy, education, whether in school, college or university, no longer aspires to emancipate the minds of future generations. Instead, it is increasingly foreclosing possibilities (ibid, p.1). 

More disquietingly, the dreams which are being woven may ultimately turn into nightmares; nightmares of a future in which the spectre of uselessness, as envisioned by Sennett (2006), is realised. Sennett puts forward the view that in this nightmare future, the skills society will need only a fraction of those educated to work within it.
  Both Skittles and Lorraine have biographies which fit within the remit of the intended audience for widening participation initiatives.  In the past, for individuals within such groups, HE would not necessarily have been an option.  The way that widening participation initiatives have been employed encourages individuals to participate in HE and this has to be seen as positive in that this is opening up opportunities previously unavailable.  However, the focus now is narrowly on employment and work skills, with little acknowledgement within the discourses of wider benefits usually associated with participating in HE, such as increased self-confidence and the development of critical thinking.  
  Here we are faced with a paradox.  On the one hand widening participation initiatives have opened up previously limited or unavailable opportunities for many from under-represented groups.  On the other, as HE ‘widens’, so does what it means to have a degree and the currency which the degree might have for future employment.  Thus the inequality and stratification within HE itself is replicated outside where elite employers will look for graduates from elite universities.  These divisions are then compounded by the costs of participating.   People are buying into the commodity of higher education and are expecting to achieve their ‘dream job’ but the discourses do not mention that these are not easily obtained and are not meant to be.  The dream weavers that we have discussed are creating routes to ‘dream careers’ which may or may not have ‘graduate’ employment at the end.  We have to ask therefore, are these dream weavers just encouraging the dreaming of ‘improbable’ futures? 
Notes
� According to Wildermuth and Dalsgaard, Arjun Appadurai sees the work of the imagination as a social practice which is  ‘…..neither purely emancipating nor entirely disciplining, but a space of contestation in which individuals and groups seek to annex the global into their own practices of the modern’ (p 14).
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