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Introduction 

•  Progression in FE and HE for users of non-
standard varieties of English 

•  Focus on Tobi, from Nigeria. Tobi is 22 
years old. He has lived in London since 
coming to the UK aged 18  

•  The barriers he must navigate to gain 
access to the FE and HE courses he wishes 
to follow, in Midbury FE college and 
Eastbrooke University 



A Puzzle 

Why – when Tobi’s aspiration is to progress 
UP an educational trajectory – is his actual 
experience one of DOWNward movement? 
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WP and access 

•  A policy of Widening Participation since 
2003 

•  Combating social inequality or reproducing 
it?  

•  The social stratification of HE 

•  Ethnic divisions in HE 
•  The Access route to HE – for people without 

‘traditional qualifications’ 
  



Language and academic literacy 

•  Academic literacy seen as a ‘problem’: 
‘although explicit causal links are not usually 
made, there is often an implied deficit model 
at work’ (Lillis and Turner 2001: 57).  

•  Bi- and multilingual students, ESOL 
students, users of Asian and African 
varieties of English, and of English-based 
creoles ...  

•  … erroneous ideas about their linguistic 
repertoires and varieties of English 



Social class and migration  

  
[Social class] tends to be misrecognized, to be 

noticed through its effects: as a feature of 
the kinds of jobs people might have ...  or as 
a puzzling aspect of the valuing and 
devaluing of bilingualism, so that some 
people’s learning a second language is a 
wonderful attribute, while for others to do the 
same is viewed as a problem.  

Collins (2006: 4) 

 
 



Language ideologies and 
capital 

Capital as an index of relative social power (Bourdieu 
1986, 1991)  

Forms of capital that are valued in one place (e.g. in 
the periphery) may not be in another (in the centre) 

Some varieties of language, and types of literacy  – 
with a relative value in a particular place at a 
particular time – are more highly valued than others 

‘What are adequate linguistic capabilities for one 
setting can be profoundly inadequate for 
another.’ (Collins and Slembrouck 2005: 191)  
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Research question 

What factors contribute to Tobi’s downward 
trajectory through the qualifications 
framework?  

 

 







Methods 

•  Individual interviews, semi-structured and 
unstructured 

•  Observation 
•  Document analysis 

•  Library search/secondary sources 



Data 

•  Interviews:  
•  Tobi  

•  his classmates on the Pre-Access course  

•  his teachers on the course 

•  other teachers in the college 

•  the admissions tutor at local university 

•  Classroom observation data 

•  National and locally-designed literacy tests 

•  Literature on WP, sociolinguistic accounts of 
capital, academic literacy, migration.  
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The Pre-Access course at Midbury 

•  Superdiverse urban environment (Vertovec 2010) 

•  All students are multilingual 

•  All but two born abroad (W and E Africa) 

•  Literacy and/or numeracy skills judged ‘too low’ for 
the Access course 

•  Locally-generated literacy tests barring entry to the 
Access course 

•  Focus of tuition: Generic essay writing and 
accuracy in ‘surface features’ of English 



The Pre-Access course (cont.) 

•  Most students experience a sideways or downwards 
movement after the Pre-Access course 

•  Gatekeeping role of tutors 

 … our analysis suggests that the game is raised, albeit not 
deliberately, in favour of those individuals whose 
communication style and social background are most 
similar to those of the interviewer with whom they talk. One 
result is that in gatekeeping encounters the “gates” of 
encouragement and special help are opened wider for 
some individuals than for others.  

(Erickson and Shultz 1982: 193)  

 



Tutor as gatekeeper 

what I’m saying to these couple of students is 
you’re not quite ready yet um but I would like 
you to consider doing a childcare course 
now our childcare course is NVQs 
[vocational] and things I shouldn’t really be 
saying this but they are not so picky on the 
Maths and the English 

so what I do is to make them feel more 
comfortable about being rejected, yes. 



Locally-generated literacy tests as 
gatekeeping devices 

‘Essential’ criteria for essay test (for entry to Access course at 
Midbury College):  

•  Is spelling generally accurate and any errors do not impede 
understanding?  

•  Are sentences varied in length and structure?  

•  Is the use of capital letters and commas mostly correct?  

•  Do verbs mostly agree with subjects?  

•  Is there a good range of vocabulary?  

•  Does the writing progress in a clear way with mostly 
consistent use of tense?  

 

 



Locally-generated literacy tests as 
gatekeeping devices 

I: was there any [...] reference or acknowledgement 
of or attempt to address speakers of second 
languages in this literacy test  

B: um (.) it was part of the discussions erm (.) and 
centred around time (.) but er in talking with the 
student union and student services it it the 
emphasis came down on the eurocentricity of the 
curriculum that we were wanting them to practise in 
England we weren’t teaching them to practise 
abroad  

Admissions tutor, Eastbrooke University 



Tobi’s story 

•  Tobi is from Nigeria and is 22 years old.  
•  He has lived in London with his mother and 

younger brother since coming to the UK aged 
18.  

•  When he left Nigeria he had been on the first 
year of a Law degree at university.  

•  His ambition is to study Law in a UK university.  
•  His qualifications were not recognised by the 

Universities he contacted 
•  He enrolled on four A levels 



Tobi’s story (cont.) 

•  Was withdrawn from two subjects 
 The tutor just told me that I can’t cope, that I 
have to go 

 

•  Gained low grades in other subjects 

•  Not allowed to progress to 2nd year 
 



Tobi’s story (cont.) 

•  Tried to enrol on Access to Law course 
•  Failed literacy test 

 They just told me my English was not great 
enough for me to go on to Access to Law 
that I wanted to do. The only advice that she 
can give me for me to do to come and do 
Pre-Access 

•  Currently on the Pre-Access course 



Tobi’s story (cont.) 

 T:  no I’m not working now but I’m looking for 
 work 

 I:  oh you’re looking for work what are you 
 looking for 

 T:  just general  
 I:  just to get some money 
 T:  yes 
 I:  OK so you’re not looking for a career kind 

 of job 
 T:  no because I haven’t got any 

 qualifications  



Declassing 

Class, conceptualised as a process rather than a structural 
given, accounts for Tobi’s failure to progress in academic 
life by encompassing the dynamic nature of multilingual 
diversity, migration and, in Tobi’s case, transnational 
identity.  

Within a dynamic account of class processes, a key concept is 
that of declassing: the downward mobility experienced by 
many during the migration process, which might also be 
described as a loss of capital (economic, social, cultural) …  

From his status as a university student in Nigeria, he has 
moved ‘downwards’ to being a ‘basic skills’ student at a 
College of Further Education in London. 

(Simpson and Cooke 2010: 66-67)  



Tobi and Standard English 

 by now I have the feeling in my head that it’s 
due to my English so I don’t have a choice, I 
have to do it, which is helping me, so I 
believe this course is helping me  



 The English acquired by urban Africans may 
offer them considerable prestige and access to 
middle-class identities in African towns. It may 
be an ‘expensive’, extremely valuable resource 
to them. But the same English, when spoken in 
London by the same Africans, may become an 
object of stigmatisation and may qualify them as 
members of the lower strata of society. What is 
very ‘expensive’ in Lusaka or Nairobi may be 
very ‘cheap’ in London or New York. 

 (Blommaert 2005:72) 



Tutors’ language ideologies … 

 all my lecturers always taught me that Tobi 
you know what you understand every bit of 
the subject even you are ahead with the 
tests in the class but the only problem you 
have is your English it is very very poor  



… to which Tobi aligns 

 I do make some error when I’m speaking 
English sometimes but I don’t know about 
now but before I do make some errors and 
my English in my essays in my writing a 
letter I feel I have some mistakes (.) I still do 
mistakes but I think it’s quite better than 
before.  



Conclusion 

•  Language as a proxy for other things 
•  Institutionalised anglocentricity of FE and 

HE 
•  Inability of UK-based academics to address 

the inaccessibility of academic discourse 
•  Refusal to view linguistic diversity as a 

resource not a problem 



Thank you! 
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