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This chapter presents some conceptual reflections about auto/biographical work with non-

traditional students in higher education. I developed this methodology as a part of a Ph.D 

research project centered on the following research question: how does the imagined social 

capital (Quinn, 2005) influence non-traditional students' perception of their learning and 

identity at the university? 

“Stories from Bicocca”, a pilot project funded by the EU Grundtvig Lifelong Learning 

Programme, was the starting point in building a framework for my own research. The aim 

was to promote the inclusion of adults at risk of social and institutional marginalization. The 

Bicocca University team chose non-traditional students in higher education as the target 

group. 

The theoretical background is the systemic approach (Bateson, 1972; Varela, 1991; von 

Foerster, 1982), social constructionism (Gergen, 1999) and the theory of complexity (Morin, 

1995). According to these perspectives, auto/biographical work follows some general 

premises: 

− “self-construction” is a systemic, conversational, and compositional process; 

− there are other levels beyond the individual level of construction (the “agent”): 

relationships and contexts, where individual actions and meanings can be seen as 

effects of interactions; 

− stories and meanings are not only subjective. They are developed in a context with its 

own possibilities and constraints. Different contexts create different narrations. 
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The term auto/biography, with the slash, seems to fit these ideas. It was coined to draw 

attention to the complex interrelations of the construction of one's own life and that of another 

person (Merrill & West, 2009). Based on this framework, I will explore two theoretical 

approaches, in particular the concept of the “embodied mind” by Varela (1991) and the 

“conceptual metaphor” by Lakoff and Johnson (1980). They connect both with my research 

and with the general topic of this book by highlighting the role of body experience in 

generating a plurality of representations of the world (including university, learning, and 

oneself). 

 

Non-traditional learners at the university: a Grundtvig LLP project 

 

The pilot project “Stories from Bicocca” started in 2009-2011 as part of the Grundtvig project 

“European Biographies. Biographical approaches in Adult Education” whose general aim was 

“to enrich and improve methods of biographical work with adults, and to make biographical 

approaches better known in European adult education institutions, as a powerful integrative 

and experience-based pedagogical tools for reaching and integrating socially marginalized 

persons into society” (quoted from the brochure). Each partner institution (from Austria, 

Germany, Italy, Poland, and Turkey) realized pilot projects introducing new biographical 

approaches into their work. The results were gathered in a common handbook and cd in 

English. 

As a partner of the project, under the direction of prof. Laura Formenti, the Bicocca 

University team chose to address non traditional students, who are defined in literature as 

under-represented, and whose participation in higher education (HE) is constrained by 

structural factors. This includes, for example, students whose family had not been to 

university before, students from low-income families, students from (specific) ethnic minority 
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groups, older students and students with disabilities. (http://www.dsw.edu.pl/fileadmin/www-

ranlhe/documents.html) 

These students are considered at risk in terms of access, retention, active participation, 

academic success, and social integration. (http://www.dsw.edu.pl/fileadmin/www-

ranlhe/files/national_stat.pdf)  

During the first phase of the project, however, the category of “non traditional student” was 

transformed  by the team, and given a more subjective definition, namely “the idea of being a-

typical in relation to some university standard”. In fact, after autobiographical exploration of 

the term “non-traditional”, the team came to consider it ambiguous, since it could be 

associated to many different, contradictory meanings. This first phase of the project was 

aimed at creating a team of “researcher/students”, who were invited to experiment with 

auto/biographical methods (Demetrio, 1996; Dominicè, 2000; West et al. 2007; Formenti, 

2009) through personal exploration, to reflect on their implications, specifically in terms of 

ethics and to design  narrative workshops offered to non traditional students. 

The basic idea was to gather learning stories from students who appear not to fit the usual 

institutional expectations, for example adult students who decided to re-enter higher education 

after (or during) a work period, or students who had changed faculties. Within the Italian HE 

system,  these students are considered in a negative light as a mere social cost and/or a 

difficult category to deal with; changes are viewed as "errors" and workers are simply “non-

attending” students. In line with international literature, there is some evidence that these 

students have a higher risk of non-completion due to different kinds of difficulties related to 

their "a-typicality".  

The challenge is to integrate identities that are not only different, but opposites (student vs. 

worker, or adult, or parent...); the social feedback (generally negative) to their learning choice; 

the way they dealt with previous experiences in education and in higher education. 
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Auto/biographical workshops: from collecting  stories to understanding experiences 

 

There were three, three-hour auto/biographical workshops for writing and sharing, in small 

groups,  personal narrations that could: 

 

− give voice to individual learning stories within the university; 

− highlight differences and connections between the participants' experiences; 

− develop meaning and understanding through dialogue; 

− foster reflexive processes, and possibly deliberate actions. 

 

Overall 50 students participated in the workshops. Their texts were shared and, with the 

author's consent, published online in a website  specifically created to make them visible to 

other students and members of the institution.(https://sites.google.com/site/storiedellabicocca) 

The choice of creating a website, thoroughly discussed with the team and the participants, 

intended to: 

 

− give space to learning experiences that appear “unorthodox” if compared to a “normal 

student career”; 

 

− enrich some of the linear simple ideas that seem to drive institutional decisions with 

nuances and more complexity. For example, ideas about: dropping out as a “failure” 

(while from the point of view of a single student it can be a “discovery”, or a “better 

choice”); the learning career as being automatically linked to a professional career; or 
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the support that is needed by non-traditional students, commonly seen as “filling a 

gap” regardless of their experience, knowledge and motivation; 

 

− highlight the resources brought by non-traditional students, recognizing what is 

expressed in their narrations, in motivational, emotional, and symbolic terms. 

 

“Stories from Bicocca” thus represented the starting point of my research. I started to develop 

my own PhD research by analysing the narrative materials produced during the workshops, 

searching for some ideas that could help me formulate my research questions. 

 

Imagined social capital: a concept for re-thinking the interplay between students and 

institutions 

 

The notions of social capital and habitus (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1970; Bourdieu, 1988) are 

frequently used in research about non-traditional students (see Bowl, 2001; Longden 2004, 

2006; Thomas, 2002; Thomas & Quinn, 2006), to show how institutional structures and 

student’s assumptions interact in shaping a variety of possibilities. If the student and the 

institution share similar aims, language, world-views, there may be no misunderstanding or 

clash of frameworks, and the student’s career will probably meet the institution’s expectations 

(fish in the water). On the other hand, when the student habitus is “unorthodox”, it is more 

likely that this is an obstacle in the learning career, with a higher risk of drop out (fish out of 

water). 

This point highlights structural factors that can open or close possibilities in students' careers. 

Biographical research uses Bourdieu's ideas extensively, linking them to personal narration: 

stories show the impact of structural factors on individual lives. 
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Field (2008) describes how social capital and lifelong learning could be connected. There is, 

in general, a mutual, beneficial relationship between these two concepts. They should not, 

however, be interpreted as a simple relationship, since they depend, in fact, on a range of 

other elements. For example, when the network producing social capital is based on very 

close and strong interpersonal links, the space for reflexive learning seems to decrease. Field 

suggests using the concept of social capital in a heuristic way, posing questions like: “If we 

have more social capital – stronger and more extensive networks – then are we more likely to 

learn new things than people with less social capital?” (Field, 2005). 

Quinn (2005) adds further reflections to the debate. She gives the notion of social capital a 

new dimension: networks that give benefits are not only “social”, but also symbolic and 

imagined. 

 

“Symbolic networks may be the networks of those we know who are given a symbolic 

function, imagined networks may be with those we don't know personally, or who may not 

even exist, but with whom we can imagine desired connections. These networks provide 

resources of power and resistance and appear to be more useful for survival than formalized 

support networks are.” (Quinn, 2010, p. 68) 

 

Taking a symbolic and imaginative stance implies transforming language and a new way of 

considering belonging, student identity, learning, and educational spaces. The focus is on the 

ability to create symbolic relationships, to “invent” a community to belong to and to be able 

to tell a “good” learning story (i.e., a story that is useful for persevering). Structural factors 

remain important, but the question is: how do these factors effect everyday negotiations? 

What creative solutions are found to cope with them and include both the symbolic and the 

material in a coherent identity? 
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“Our aim should be an education system that permits harmony between the symbolic and the 

material worlds of learners” (Quinn, 2010, p. 77) 

 

The concept of imagined social capital brings a new dimension to the ongoing reflection 

about social capital in existing literature. Quinn, in fact, suggests considering imagined social 

capital to be like any other kind of social capital. This implies fundamental acknowledgement 

of it. Even if created by people for themselves, imagined social capital has an essentially 

social and cultural dimension. This raises pedagogical questions like: what conditions are 

needed in HE institutions to promote spaces where symbolic connections, future dreams and 

fantasies are shared with others? What would the effects be of such a kind of space on 

education? What could be an active and effective educational policy against drop out, also 

aimed at fostering and honoring differences and divergent thinking? In my view, this is an 

occasion to stimulate belonging and reflexive processes among students, without imposing a 

proper or right way to live within the institution on them. In other words, the possibility to 

“offer mutuality without incorporation” (Quinn, 2005, p. 4). 

 

Metaphors and thought: theories for the embodied mind 

 

My research required the development of a theory of the mind based on language and 

concepts. I drew on different disciplines  with a common constructivist approach and an 

embodied and enacted view of knowledge. Varela (1991) offers a new perspective on the 

nervous system: instead of conceiving of it uniquely as a collection of open systems (i.e., that 

exchange information with the external world), he introduces another level of description 

which makes it possible to consider them closed systems. On this level, the nervous system is 
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not an input/output machine, but a self-reproducing system, built to maintain its balance. In 

order to do this, it interacts with the environment, selecting what does not disturb its structure. 

Varela uses the concept of “structural coupling” to illustrate the relationship between the 

(structure of the) organism and the (structure of the) world: they interact and influence each 

other very concretely on one level, while on another  the organism works in a way that 

preserves its structure, compensating any disturbance. 

This approach rejects the traditional idea of representation as a linear correspondence, implied 

by the input/output machine metaphor, in favor of a theory of representation as a circular 

process of action and perception. They are connected and inseparable: cognitive structures 

(and thoughts) emerge from sensory motor patterns. Living organisms, then, “enact” the 

world as a series of distinctions embodied by the cognitive system as a result of its interaction 

history with the world itself. 

Lakoff and Johnson (1980) bring this “motor theory of cognition” further when they introduce 

the role of metaphor as a bridge between the body experience and concepts. They state that 

our conceptual system is empirically rooted: interaction between body and world (even if 

culturally mediated) generates experiences with a certain degree of “immediacy”. Thanks to 

this, the individual builds concepts like “object”, “case”, etc. as kinaesthetic models. These 

embodied and very concrete concepts are the basis for creating more abstract ones thanks to 

the process of metaphor.  

Metaphors, in fact, offer the bridge for translating the primary body experience in other 

domains of existence: its main function is to provide a partial understanding of an experience 

in terms of another kind of experience (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Kovececs, 2002). The 

primary body experience is the starting point for mapping all other kinds of experience, which 

appear less defined. For example,  metaphoric “ideas are objects”, translating the the first 

concept (quite abstract ideas) into the terms of the second  (more concrete objects). All the 
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actions that apply to objects from then will also apply to an idea: one can grasp it, weight it, 

throw it away. Other examples are “time is money”, “skills are tools”, and so on. 

According to this view, abstract concepts are always the result of a metaphorical process. As 

the authors showed in their book Philosophy in the Flesh, even philosophical perspectives 

have metaphorical roots (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). A metaphor acts as a bridge between the 

two terms it links. It states a similarity, not something factual. The domain of experience 

created via the metaphor is perceived as the original one, rooted in the body experience. 

When we start to perceive time in terms of money, for example, this brings effects on life 

experience. This translation is possible because our culture conceives of time as a countable 

quantity. Complex concepts are usually mapped by a plurality of metaphors, not just one: 

each of them highlights some aspect while it concealing others. Time itself can be perceived 

through a plurality of metaphors, hence generating a plurality of experiences. The choice of 

the metaphors and experiences that are allowed, or avoided, or dominant, is a cultural choice: 

individual embodied experience is connected to culture. 

A conceptual system that is structured by and around metaphors has a fundamental 

characteristic: it can not be exhaustive. In this view, a fixed “truth” doesn't exist, because a 

mobile, generative ocean of meanings can map concepts (and experiences) only partially. 

There is always a possibility, in fact, to experience and think differently. This possibility is 

shaped by culture. This idea of partial truth is also a cornerstone in the theory of complexity 

(Morin, 1995). 

Since body experience is the basis for the metaphorical process, it is a gold mine for thinking 

and knowing. However, there is always the risk to reduce this richness. In fact, a certain 

degree of coherence between different metaphors is necessary in order to structure a 

discourse. When the level of coherence is high, metaphors become “consistent”: they overlap 

because of their similarity. In this case there are few differences in the conceptual dimension: 
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the empirical basis is taken for granted and forgotten. The result is that the relationship 

between “map” and “territory” (Bateson, 1979) is experienced as real, not metaphorical. This, 

philosophically speaking, is the objectivist stance. 

The attempt to define a situation using a consistent set of metaphors is similar to describing it 

from an objectivist point of view. Metaphorical and empirical bases are left out, as well as 

what the metaphors conceal. Every consistent set of metaphors will probably conceal a 

number of features “of reality”; these features can only be revealed by other metaphors which 

are incompatible with that set (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). The result of this process is the 

affirmation of a unique truth and a unique world, by eliminating both plurality and 

differences. It becomes impossible to perceive other potential meanings of the same 

experience. 

 

From the stories: imagined social capital and metaphors 

 

The project “Stories from Bicocca” can be seen as a way to promote and make visible the 

students' imagined social capital in narrative workshops where participants were invited to tell 

their stories using metaphors and symbolic languages. The senses and the imagination, in fact, 

were extensively used in these narrative workshops to create conditions where learners could 

imagine (new) symbolic connections, while telling their stories. 

The embodied mind is the starting point: thoughts are connected with the body experience via 

metaphor. But, as we said, there is always the possibility of inhabiting a sphere of meaning in 

an objectivistic way. In this case, only a narrow range of metaphors were used to structure the 

dominant narration, and the empirical, embodied roots of concepts were forgotten. As a result, 

the plurality of (possible) meanings of experience was reduced to a single vision, and 

divergent thinking stopped. In the university context, there is often a unique vision of the 
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learning experience and a rigid definition of valid/invalid knowledge. Non-traditional students 

and their stories bring unexpected representations, enriching the repertory of the community, 

as long as it is open to the differences and can thrive on them. 

 

“Universities facilitate the production of imagined social capital by opening up the strange 

and the unfamiliar to be reframed and reused by students in new symbolic networks. Is this 

‘making strange’, then, the distinctive role of the university within lifelong learning?” (Quinn, 

2005, p. 15) 

 

Below I present here some extracts from three auto/biographical narratives produced in the 

“Storie della Bicocca” project. All of them were published in the website with the author's 

permission. The authors are adult students who entered or re-entered HE. I selected them 

among a variety of texts because of their richness in using explicit or implicit metaphors and 

making reference to imagined and symbolic networks. They show how one's learning identity 

and university experience can be composed of a plurality of meanings through a plurality of 

metaphors and images. 

 

ANNAMARIA – The university bubble awakened my energy 

 

Annamaria uses metaphors of actions to illustrate her project: 

 

“I loved perfection, certainty, clear and definite things, but I wasn't able to build my future as 

an adult!” 
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“I found the courage to change, to risk, to walk along a road that I didn't expect to walk on 

any more: university.” 

 

“I don't know what the future holds for me. I can only hope that I will be able to build it, here 

and now, savoring the present, alone, but also with my beloved ones” 

 

The university, in Annamaria’s words, also is a protective place, a shelter. I think that this is 

very far from the rhetoric of university as an open space, a crossroads for students getting 

ready to challenge the future and the economic world. 

 

“I don't know when I will finally have the job I dream of, but in the meantime I hope that this 

“university bubble” will hold up and guarantee me  proper training.” 

 

The energy and passion arising from learning are considered to generate a source that enables 

Annamaria to cope with uncertainty. 

 

“This experience (this workshop but also university) generated and will generate new things, 

rising from the energy that university awakened in me. 

The certainty I now feel, adrift in this uncertain navigation, is that... I don't want to stop 

sailing!” 

 

“Today is a new day, 

I changed the aspect of my life. 

No more high heels, 

now it's time to walk, 
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to go  further 

where I never could imagined. 

I thank life, 

because I have the possibility 

to make a dream come true.” 

 

DANIELA – Light-headedness and the university machine 

 

Daniela uses an original image to illustrate the condition of being an adult student in HE. She 

put herself into an imagined network of “undesirables”. 

 

“And for the second time we  expire. Like mozzarella, we are no longer desirable.” 

 

Daniela expresses her difficulties in relation to the university using metaphors of coldness 

(calculations, mechanisms) and confusion (a shaggy ball of thread). 

 

“When I went back to enroll at the university I used to tell to myself a story made of 

calculations, reasons, lies. “It will be an investment for my professional career”. I found 

myself on an internal journey, where education is a process with clear and functional 

objectives.” 

 

“Besides re-entering education, I was also reconverted. In the past I had enrolled at the 

Literature Faculty. I was just a shaggy ball of thread at that time and I didn't have enough 

strength to go through such a new world, so I never attended the lessons. It's a fact that 
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sometimes life offers you experiences you aren't ready for… but sometimes you can to pass 

by start once again. 

Eventually, I found myself in a university class at 35.” 

 

“The girls around me scared me: I spied on them in their ingenuity, their biggest worry 

seemed to be a grade, they appeared to be so naïve, but actually I was scared by how easily 

they were able to move inside the huge mechanism of the university. I was so envious of them, 

maybe because they weren't afraid to knock on a door, to ask, to fail. The steepest paths are 

those which give you a clear view of yourself at a certain point, for a few clear moments. 

Today I know that I’m here for some other reasons: I don’t know if I’ll ever work as a 

consultant, maybe being a pedagogical consultant is more a state of mind, a way to skim 

along life. Maybe it is just nice to have a certain type of mind, maybe I’m here just for the 

pleasure of it.” 

 

When pleasure for learning takes the scene, metaphors change: 

 

“When you have these burdens to reckon with, you forget those times in your youth when you 

spent hours and hours on books, without even realizing it was dinnertime. But the pleasure of 

learning cannot be erased, it makes itself comfortable in the corner and waits. It waits 

together with all the feelings that made it grow: the satisfaction of solving a problem, the 

intuition of understanding the world and how it has worked for centuries. The light-

headedness of being caressed by an unheard-of verse, the rapture of meeting great unaware 

teachers along the way.” 

 

The pleasure is “enacted” by Daniela by using rich bodily metaphors. 
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“The pleasure, that pleasure. It has no titles, no grades. It has oxygen, energy, emotion. It has 

no chains that bind, no hunchbacks, no rules or donkey ears. That pleasure is never enough.” 

 

“The image of me that I come across is one of a curious woman who desires to be passed 

through by emotions. That’s how I started this course, just saying “How beautiful”.” 

 

“Today I’m even more convinced that my experience shapes me as a person in the first place 

and  then as a professional, because it is made of encounters and experiences. I don’t know 

whether I’m learning to do a certain job, I don’t even know how I will be living a year from 

now. What I do know is that I'm dedicating my mind and heart in a very personal way where 

deadlines are in the background, creating space for new ideas and challenges. I don’t know 

whether I'll manage to graduate or not but I'll take the many things that I have learned here 

with me.”  

 

ANNA – Reverent fear and the foolish ideas 

 

Anna’s narration about her motives to be a student starts from a sense of emptiness associated 

with inadequacy. 

 

“I felt  empty inside... like something left over... in the meantime the years passed, the 

children grew up, and this empty space got bigger and bigger; and it produced a sense of  

inadequacy. I wanted to escape from home and doing something different...” 

 

She was inspired by a very special imagined social capital. 
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“I also needed money, so I accepted any occasion to work... saleswoman, clerk, attendant in a 

hospital: psychiatric department. The contact with craziness pushed me to begin a new 

vocational process, searching for “the human world”. I wanted to know why we move in a 

certain direction. Do we make our own decisions? I was 45!!! I didn’t know, and actually I 

don’t know by now, where the road is leading but I enjoy it. I left my job at the hospital, 

stopped cleaning bedpans and vomit, but I miss those foolish men and women. Because I 

found the courage to start over thanks to them. I took my life in my hands and I gave it a new 

direction, with new colours and a lot of poetry.” 

 

Anna uses her imagined social capital when she is asked to find meaning for her choice of 

study at the university. The metaphors she uses express the way she embodies this meaning, 

in a very deep way. 

 

“I had a reverent fear of university, like something beautiful but I was unfit for, and then I was 

infected by craziness!” 

 

“Foolish idea... my idea” 

 

Building bridges 

What do these stories tell to us? How can we interpret them to gain a better understanding of 

non-traditional students' experiences? All of these stories build bridges: between past and 

present, between different people, and between different experiences. They all have in 

common a movement from difficulty to discovery. The main discovery consists in making 

sense of the university experience and to live it in a personal and meaningful way. 



 1

Using Varela's language, we may see a “structural coupling” between these students and the 

university: they talk about the “disturbance” brought into their lives and identities by this new 

environment. All of them are able to create a satisfying and coherent theory about it through  

auto/biographical narration. Their theories are also “good stories”, useful for finding a new 

personal balance in the university experience. In building their theories, they use all sorts of 

materials: past experiences, imagined communities, a constellation of metaphors... 

Also the body experience is quite relevant, as illustrated in the metaphors they use: the basic 

dimensions of space (“empty space”, “huge mechanism”, “university bubble”) and time 

(“time to walk”, “we get to our expiry date”) appear to structure forms of embodied 

knowledge. The narration itself becomes, in turn, a series of messages to the body, in line 

with the emerging personal theory about “how  I can live at the university”. 

Finally there is another level to consider. These stories were composed through imagination, 

self reflection and dialogues with other participants in the workshop; during these moments 

the “author” and his/her “product” were the center of attention. Once the story was published 

in the website, it entered in a “political space” where plurality and unpredictability play the 

main role (Arendt, 1958). Meaning spreads out in all directions, according to readers' 

assumptions; these processes allow  individuals to create bridges with the experiences of 

others and use them in new ways. According to Arendt, “political space” is the sphere of 

freedom and action, where something new and unpredictable can happen. 
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