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“I wouldn’t want to Be a pilot or surgeon because it seems too risky to me”

Auto/Biographical Narratives and Life-History Accounts of Career Choice 
When dialogue ends, everything ends. Thus dialogue, 
by its very essence, cannot and must not come to an end. 
(Bakhtin, 1984, p. 252)

A major tension in social science research arises from the question of how to generalize from the research we conduct. The question is not whether we generalize – in using language describing any situation, we already generalize, rendering an event in concepts that exceed the singularity of the event. The question is how we generalize and for what purposes. Quite independent from this question is another one concerning the representation of what we have learned from a study for the purpose of communicating it to others. This is the case even in ethnography, for example, where the researcher might have as her goal to write (Gr. graphein) the ways of the people (Gr. ethno-). This writing does not have to be in the form of the classic impersonal ethnography that generalizes across the actions and practices of all those who inhabited the village or are part of the tribe researched. A text that depicts life in a tribe from the perspective of an individual also may communicate just about everything that a traditional ethnography also presents – though the perspective, language, narrative form, and so on may well differ. Sociology, too, may be conducted from an auto/biographical perspective, and some time ago I read an interesting, gripping account of Czech society through they eyes of sociologists, who had lived the changes that the country underwent from before World War II through Russian occupation and the Velvet Revolution that led to the fall of the communist regime. Most important is not the form/genre of the account but what others, readers, can learn, that is, there is a question concerning the number of Others (readers, people generally) will draw benefit from reading an account. That is, the question is what the singular offers for understanding culture more broadly. This encourages us to think about the general in the particular and how to take the particular to identify in it whatever is general. The purpose of this chapter is to use articulate the possibilities for understanding that arise from representing what we can learn from interviews about careers in auto/biographic perspective written in monologue form. I use the interviews with one student as exemplary material to make the case, and, thereby, achieve a second purpose: allowing readers to better understand the talk about future selves (careers) that may find among eleventh-grade students enrolled in honors biology and career preparation. 

Interviewing and Representing Research

In this chapter, we encounter language and linguistic forms at two intersecting levels. At one level, we have the original, once-occurrent event in which the interviewer and interviewees sit together talking careers and, in so doing, constituting career talk specifically and interviews more generally. On another level, as a researcher interested in communicating research findings to others, I make a case in the form of a text. This text will mobilize elements from the transcriptions in one form or another. The two forms of text have arisen from different intentions. Interviewer and interviewee orient toward producing what they have come together to produce, a conversation (and its record) about careers and possible futures. The text of a researcher-author is oriented toward an audience, science educators and others interested in careers and future selves. 


In chapter 2, we read about how the two participants in an interview orient to each other, using contents and forms that are for the Other, anticipating his or her understanding. This is why we may hear a simple “Yes,” “Yea,” or “No” as an answer, which are heard as an affirmation or negation of a description that the interviewer (or, less frequently, the interviewee) offers to the respondent. Consequently, we may easily rewrite a conversation as a monologue, which then may turn into a text marked by a dialogic form, where I use the adjective to denote that there are at least two ideas or alternatives – requiring a true decision – at work in the text. Take the following interview excerpt between the interviewer Pei-Ling and one of her participants, the eleventh-grade student Joe. 
Pei-Ling:
You like biology most? 

Joe:
Yea.

Pei-Ling:
I see. Why you like biology?

Joe:
I just do. It is interesting.

Pei-Ling:
Oh why interesting?

Joe:
It just is.

Pei-Ling:
Why not, you know, English? History?

Joe:
Well I like English, I’m good at it, but I just don’t know what kind of careers it would lead to. But, and math I don’t know what kind career it would lead to either. So biology would be the clearest choice because there are so many thing I know I can get into so.


Here, the first two turns constitute a question-response pair, where the second speaker confirms what is offered as a statement and as a question: “You like biology most?” “Yea.” In fact, grammatically Pei-Ling has not formulated a question, but the transcriber, by placing a questioning mark at the end of the utterance, indicates that she has heard a question. This, in speaking praxis, is achieved by an intonation that moves upward toward the end. Pei-Ling makes a statement and Joe confirms. In fact, on a questionnaire, we might find the same statement and a request directed to the research participant to indicate the degree to which the statement is true. Because of the affirmation, we may translate the statement into one that is spoken from the perspective of the interviewee: “I [do] like biology most.” All of a sudden, we have two forms of the same statement, which differ as a function of the perspective on the situation. For this reason, we could represent an interview as a monologue (e.g., as in a think-aloud protocol), in auto/biographic form, or as an internal monologue.

I do like biology most. I just do. It is interesting. It just is. Why not, you ask, English? History? Well I like English, I’m good at it, but I just don’t know what kind of careers it would lead to. But, and math I don’t know what kind career it would lead to either. So biology would be the clearest choice because there are so many thing I know I can get into so.


In this excerpt, we find more expressed than the singularity of a person. We see forms of consideration at work, deliberations, that are characteristic not merely of individuals but of (Western) society at large. In this excerpt, we are presented with one case, the liking for biology, and then find out about another case, another subject that the student is good at, but which he does not envision as a career to take up in the future. In the case of mathematics, the student articulates not knowing what careers it might lead to; in contrast, biology is a clear choice because there are so many areas that the student knows to get in to. Once we accept that this form of reasoning is a possibility and rather frequently enacted way of deliberating alternatives among possible future Selves, then this form of reasoning may be exemplified within the voice of the protagonist. For, this is how we have to think about those who appear in our narratives, including the author/s who denote themselves using the reflexive pronouns “I” and “we.” We must not confuse the two, for, as seen in chapter 2, the protagonists are subjects to a narrative account that will, in and with publication, be one utterance to be evaluated by peer reviewers and future readers. Readers familiar with the writings of Fyodor Dostoevsky know that the internal monologues he uses not only articulate psychological processes but social processes at well – which are in any event the source and origin of any psychological process that might develop from it. The following excerpt from a well-known novel that also features eminently in Bakhtin’s analyses, Notes From Underground exhibits striking similarities with the excerpt from the interview with Joe once presented as a single internal monologue.
I am a sick man . . . I am a spiteful man. I am an unattractive man. I believe my liver is diseased. However I know nothing at all about my disease, and do not know for certain what ails me. I don’t consult a doctor for it and never have, though I have a respect for medicine and doctors. Besides, I am extremely superstitious, sufficiently so to respect medicine, anyway (I am well-educated enough not to be superstitious, but I am superstitious). No, I refuse to consult a doctor from spite. That you probably will not understand. Well, I understand it, though. Of course I can’t explain who it is precisely that I am mortifying in this case by my spite: I am perfectly well aware that I cannot “pay out” the doctors by not consulting them; I know better than any one that by all this I am only injuring myself and no one else. But still, if I don’t consult a doctor it is from spite. My live is bad, well – let it get worse! (Dostoevsky, 2003, p. 233)


As in the interview involving Joe and Pei-Ling, we see that the underground man takes a position even though he does not know much about the case he takes a position on: his disease, presumably a liver disease, though he does not know for certain. In this formulation, we can in fact recognize our own deliberations, when we do not feel well and attempt to figure out what is wrong. In the next statement, the underground man appears to respond to a question, “Why don’t you consult a doctor?” He anticipates what another might say, or, in fact, may repeat what others have said. In any event, he articulates the possibility of this question or any utterance that would produce the same effect in a face-to-face meeting, including the statement “You consulted a doctor,” which we would hear, depending on the intonation, as a declaration or a question.


Biography and autobiography are but variants of the same genre; and because internal and external monologue as well as real conversations between people all make use of language. They also make use of all the resources that language has available, including the number of ideas developed simultaneously in a text. It is not the number of speakers that determines whether we are confronted with a text of monologic or dialogic nature; a monologue may be dialogical and a dialogue monologic (Bakhtin, 1984). The late Socratic dialogues were monologic in the sense that the truth was given beforehand, and the dialogue is a genre for expounding upon the pre-given, eternal truth. On the other hand, a monologue is dialogical when several ideas are played out against each other. Thus, in a monologue as a representational device, we can actually observe thinking at work. It constitutes something like a think-aloud protocol of different ideas working each other, fertilizing and irrigating one another, thereby modifying and developing the respective other. A paradigm case for writing such monologues is Fyodor Dostoevsky, who is recognized as an author with deep psychological insights. 

The author of the diary and the diary itself are, of course, imaginary. Nevertheless it is clear that such persons as the writer of these notes not only may, but positively must, exist in our society, when we consider the circumstances in the midst of which our society is formed. I have tried to expose to the view of the public more distinctly than is commonly done, one of the characters of the recent past. He is one of the representatives of a generation still living. In this fragment, entitled “Underground,” this person introduces himself and his views, and, as it were, tries to explain the causes own to which he has made his appearance and was bound to make his appearance in our midst. In the second fragment there are added the actual notes of this person concerning certain events in his life. (Dostoevsky, 2003, p. 229)


Dostoyevsky notes that in the underground man, we observe not a singular individual but a character; and a character is a type of person rather than a radically singular who is unlike everyone else in all of his characteristics. It is a man who must exist rather than possibly exists. This is the case because he talks to the reader, and in so doing, speaks the general rather than the particular. As soon as we begin to name the once-occurrent, it is represented and therefore brought into the realm of the iterable, the multiple and multiplicious, the realm of the characters and types, and genres. In this realm, we may investigate the case to identify the general. In this, we face this: “The challenge is systematically to interrogate the particular case by constituting it as a ‘particular instance of the possible,’ . . . to extract general or invariant properties that can be uncovered only by such interrogation” (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 233). Thus, we can learn a lot about culture generally as long as we read case studies, auto/biographies, and other apparently singular cases with the perspective of identifying the general in the specific, which is but an instance of the generally possible, the cultural.
about Choosing a Career

In this chart (Figure 4.1), I put all the things I like or would like doing one the left side, like medical lab technician, studying diseases, and working in the lab. And I put all the dislikes on the other side, construction, architecture, engineering, pilot. And then I talk about why I grouped it like that.

Planning 101: Getting Organized
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Before planning I didn’t really know what I was interested in but I knew it had to do something with biology because I always liked biology. So it was, I had no idea. I liked biology the most. I just do. It is interesting. See, I like English, I’m good at it, but I just don’t know what kind of careers it would lead to. But– and math I don’t know what kind career it would lead to either. So biology would be the clearest choice because there are so many thing I know I can get into so. On the Internet, I looked up a bunch of careers, I don’t know how many. But most of them were in biology. Lab work I like and– I like the lab environment. I just think I would like to work in a lab. I like the lab environment and how labs are like studying things and finding things and yea [oh] it doesn’t matter to me if it is inside or outside but I like learning new things. But many of the things I like relate to science but only studying diseases would be a scientist right. Why? Um well there is a lot of studying involved. I’m not sure what the actually definition of scientist is but I think working in a lab analyzing organic samples would be a scientist because, because they study a disease and everything about it and try to learn more about it and how it works and stuff like that. So I would say that person is definitely a scientist. When I think of scientist I think of people who are trying to learn about something, like trying and learning as much as they can, learning things about stuff. As far as I know a pharmacist just like makes compounds and medicine and stuff yea. A pharmacist might be a scientist but not to my understanding. Technicians, well actually . . . they could be, well . . . they could be scientist yea ’cause they, they like analysis things. Well they are not exactly trying to learn about something they like find stuff. I don’t know. I’m not sure. And there are a lot– I think it would be hard to find a job in some fields, too, because there are a lot of people doing this, like lots and lots of people trying to find a cure to cancer and stuff. So I don’t– there are more people then in other areas, I think it would be easier to get a job because this is more probable for me I think. I am better prepared for this than any other field because I have done more research on it compared to these other things. Yea, ’cause I read on the thing, it said that that relatively easy to find a job as oppose to this. It would be hard to get a job because this, there is I’m pretty sure more of a demand for this job than this one yea. Like they need more people as opposed to this one, because it is technician right. Like they need people to like work in hospitals and stuff and here I think there are thousands, millions of people around the world studying diseases and I don’t know this just seems more probable. 

My Number One Career

I kind of already have plans what I want to do in the future already, though the future you never know what is going to happen. I group together the work that includes medical lab technician, study disease in the lab and working in the lab. Yea I haven’t actually seen what they do but I basically know what they do. Studying disease in a lab, I thought that would be pretty interesting, cause maybe one day I could help find a cure for something and that would be really good. It would be kind of hard though. In school stuff– you learn about disease at school and stuff but I haven’t done any actual study or any outside work. Well it is like, well if you are a medical lab technician you have to analyze urine, feces, semen, and blood and stuff like that and for disease you study like what they are made of and what they do and stuff and this is pretty much the same as that so. So my number one career right now is medical lab technician. I want to be a technician in a medical lab because, well I think it is kind of interesting working with blood and stuff. I just think it is really interesting. It seems like it is something I can do. I like it even though my mom she said, “Oh that is boring. Why don’t you be a doctor?” She is a nurse. She thinks being a doctor would be more interesting but I disagree. I just never found being a doctor appealing. But that is just me. Like it just doesn’t interest me. But ask me, “Why is it so interesting?” Well I’m not sure. I was reading stuff about lab technician, like last year in Planning when we had to do a lot of research. The teacher supplied all kinds of information including the website c-x-online dot bridges dot com or something like that. I know about the opportunities because I was reading up on this last year in Planning there was this website that said a good way to find out what it is all about is to volunteer at a place that does this, like cleaning test tubes and stuff like that it is really, it is the best way to learn about it. So I was reading up on this a lot and my mom actually has a friend who works for a private company and she works for medical company as a lab technician and I am going to try and get some volunteer hours there like cleaning testing equipment or something. They are acquaintances. Not really like good friends. I thought about talking about the job in the lab with them before. But I actually got my mom to bring it up with her but all she said she would get back to us soon. It is a private company. I am just hoping that they have it. But I haven’t talked to her directly yet. I only found that out like a month ago. So I haven’t yet volunteered. I still have to talk to her about it. My mom doesn’t want me to because it is kind of far. That is what she says but we are still trying to work it out. May be even before this summer. 

Number Two Career

Pharmacists, they have to, like, make compounds out of things. The difference for me between analyzing and making is that as a pharmacist you actually have to make the compound and say if you are a medical lab technician and you have to find out what is wrong with the blood. I heard that that pharmacist would be pretty good ’cause uh especially ’cause pharmacists– I heard from friends of mine because their parents are pharmacists. Well like pharmacist I heard can like be good and I heard they pay good, especially if you are the only pharmacist in a small town everyone will go to you. Pharmacist is more of a money thing for me. I don’t know if I would really pursue it. As a pharmacist you can make a lot of money. Especially in a small town but I don’t know. I don’t really know what it would be like to be a pharmacist but it is just the money thing now. My friends say you can make a lot of money. My friend actually moved up-island to Bella Bella because his dad is a pharmacist and uh he says he makes like fifty bucks an hour type thing. It is a really small town. But I am not sure his father opened a store. Or he may just work there. I’m not really sure I haven’t really asked him about it but I’m assuming that– I’m sure he got a job at another pharmacy there that was short. Yea it is really small town so it is probably like the only pharmacy in town so like everyone must go there you know. My friend wants to be a pharmacist as well. That is what he is pursuing he is actually moving back here in like March or something and then he is going to try and get into UVic to become a pharmacist.

What I Definitely Won’t Do

The future is broad and you never know what is going to happen. But there are a lot of things I don’t want to do. Yea I suppose, there are a lot a lot–I wouldn’t want to be any of these things, surgeon like a doctor. Engineering or medicine doesn’t really interest me that much. But I’d say I wouldn’t want to be a surgeon cause I really don’t want to kill someone. That’s why I wouldn’t want to be a pilot or a surgeon because it seems too risky to me. Like if I was a surgeon I would be like really paranoid that I would screw up or something and kill somebody. Same with the pilot it is the same in a way, not for me. This will not happen. Never . . . I’m not a big risk taker and would never want to do something where the chance of endangering someone’s life is high. All of these are unlikely but I would have to say construction is the most likely. Not much education is needed I don’t think. I’m not much of an artist or I’m not very creative so yea I am not very good at like building stuff so yeah. Construction, yea I’m not really good at like building stuff so that is not going to work and . . . I don’t think it is a good career. I think it is too physically demanding also and yea. And in the arts, well I am basically the least creative person, like at this school. Like I can’t draw a proper stick man okay. Yea they look, I don’t know, out of proportion. I just don’t do the drawing thing. We have many activities in this biology class that relate to drawing the creatures we observe: Oh I did so bad. Like, the crustacean I drew today, the claw is like this big and the actual fish is like this bit it is so bad I can’t draw at all. But I do like biology. I just can’t draw and as you can notice my writing s pretty messy too. My biology teacher, she can’t read my writing. She says it is too small. All the teachers think it is awful. So engineering? Well there is a lot of math involved and stuff and I don’t think I’d be good at it. It is not that I don’t like math. Well I like it but it isn’t something I would like to do. I don’t know why, but I’m not really sure what engineering is but I heard it is a lot of math and problem solving and stuff like that and tight dead lines. There is a lot of pressure.

About the Upcoming Science Internship

Next month I am going to UVic to do science with scientists. I feel kind of excited cause I want to see what it is like to work with scientist and everything. I have some experience before doing science with scientist when I took the field trip to the forestry lab and we actually got to see some scientist work. That was really fun and interesting. The scientist are people right, just like every one of us so yea. There is not anything different or special or something. Well it is not like scientist are, you know like stereotypical scientist who are like super smart and brainy people like all the time, they are not like that they are like actual people you know so. I don’t think that there will be much difference when you learn science in high school and in university. Like I am pretty sure at university you learn everything again, like my chemistry teacher, he would always say that, if we went to university and we were taking the chemistry course there we would already kind of know what they were doing. Like we would be ahead of people and stuff like that ’cause they basically do the same thing we do but more in-depth and everything. So it is more in-depth. I expect I am going to learn a lot and that I am probably going to have fun.

Envisioning Future Selves

In the previous section, we observe, at a surface level, a monologue concerning the possible future selves that a male high school student considers. There may be many more traditionally educated researchers who might claim that we can learn little from such an account because this research is based on “N = 1.” The traditional conception of research based on statistical considerations requires sufficiently sized samples to be able to generalize results from a small group to the population that this group represents. For example, researchers might be interested in using a questionnaire to find out about the job preferences among high school students and the degree to which the sciences are represented. Researchers would then take a sufficiently large sample among eleventh-grade students, for example, in Victoria, British Columbia, and then make inferences about how eleventh-grade students across Canada would respond. Such researchers may find little value in conducting research based on one person or in representing their findings by means of a single case study. 


Upon closer investigation, there is more to this than the account of one student. There are different ways in which we can generalize from educational research, some of them based on one case, whether this case is a person, group, tribe, or culture (Ercikan & Roth, 2009). If we were to take from the monologue the names of individual persons that Joe named, his biology or chemistry teacher, then we would in fact learn very little. But there is a lot in this monologue that tells us about the cultural possibilities in and on the basis of which Joe reasons. If our reading brings to the foreground these possibilities, then the monologue tells us more than one thing. We find out how people in the culture may act, talk, reason, and so forth. For example, we come to understand the role of the Other in decision making, as sources of information, sources of opportunities, and interlocutors in talking about possibilities. Joe talks about conversations he has had with his mother or with his friends; and these conversations shape his discourse about preferred and dispreferred future selves and careers. His teachers are mobilized as references for talk about his handwriting or about the difference between high school and university chemistry courses. The mother’s friend (acquaintance) is a possible source for a volunteer job, where he possibly finds out more about the life of a laboratory technician. Thus, the generalized Other is an important aspect in the decision-making process. Moreover, we learn that it is not just that another person with close relations has a positive effect on a young person’s choice. Joe’s mother encourages him to be a doctor rather than a technician, saying that being a technician would be boring. But Joe tells us that he disagrees with his mother on this point.


We can also take from the monologue about possible future selves the role of information in the decision-making process. On the one hand, Joe expresses more or less generic knowledge about what a particular profession involves, such as “analyzing urine and feces and blood and stuff” on the part of a laboratory technician. On the other hand, Joe also lets us know about tending toward the one profession about which he has found out more than about any other profession. 


Another instance of the general versus the particular is revealed in the considerations concerning pharmacist as a career. It is not the particular career that is of interest here but the form of reasoning that makes it a suitable choice. There are several aspects to the argument. On the one hand, there are aspects of the work itself that allies with the student’s inclinations more generally, working in a laboratory where one analyzes or “makes stuff.” On the other hand, the case of the pharmacist also tells us about the role of possible incomes in the considerations about the suitability of a profession. Thus, Joe knows concrete cases where the income of a pharmacist is relatively high (“fifty bucks an hour kind of thing”). The income is high, or so he reasons, especially in small villages – of which Bella Bella is but an example – where there may be only one pharmacy. Thus, we observe a kind of reasoning at work where limited supply is related to high income. This kind of reasoning is not singular, but, because it is a kind of reasoning, represents a cultural possibility. 


We also see general patterns in the talk about what Joe definitely does not want to do. Here, again, if we were just noting that he does not want to be a pilot or surgeon, we would have recorded little more than a singularity. But if we read the monologue for ways of telling others why Joe does not want to be a pilot or surgeon, then we can identify more general patterns of reasoning that he shares with others. He talks about being “paranoid” about the possibility of endangering others, and this fear becomes an important element in his account of why he does not want to be a pilot or surgeon. Thus, he mobilizes risk as a discursive strategy. He describes himself as not being a risk taker. As a pilots or surgeon, he would be responsible for the lives of others, and he considers the risks involved to be too high, higher in any case than his sense of what is risky. 


A different pattern of reasoning is displayed in the context of construction, architecture, and other professions that involve drawing or artistic endeavors. Here, Joe tells his audience that he “is not good at it.” In fact, there is a theme about being able to do something or a profession that seems like he can do it versus those professions that require skills that he is not good at it. He provides a number of related examples for the negative situation: his handwriting is “pretty messy,” his stick people drawings are out of proportion, and his drawing of a crustacean, there is a misfit between the claw part and the whole fish. He summarizes his position with respect to these professions in the statement that he is “basically the least creative person at this school.” In a similar way, he argues that although he is not too bad at mathematics, he does not think that he “d be good at it.” He does not dislike the discipline, but at the same time it is not something he would like to do. We see again a form of reasoning at work that represents possibilities of reasoning that we can take away as a generalized finding: it is possible to be good or decent at something but not to envision it as part of a possible future self. In fact, the monologue allows us to conclude that any ultimate decision cannot be fully reasoned. Whenever Joe tells us that he likes or dislikes something and, upon further consideration, reasserts that he “just does,” we see that there is no further grounding and rationale possible. We therefore can observe in the monologue the fact that decisions include aspects that cannot be grounded and that therefore contribute to the unpredictability of the final decision. That is, choices can be grounded only so much in reasons but that any particular case always involves an excess over what can be argued. Any decision therefore could be otherwise – and if it were not in this manner, the outcome could be calculated and therefore no longer requires a decision. The decision is already made beforehand, or determined by the conditions. 


One of the fundamental insights Dostoevsky has had about life is that it is highly dialogical. Not only do people engage in face-to-face conversations with others but our own deliberations involve considering the pros and cons prior to making a decision such as the one which career to pursue and, therefore, which courses to enroll in when we get to university, and before we ever get there, at high school level, where the pathways are laid toward future areas of study. This dialogical manner of deliberating different ideas, which we observe throughout the database, is taken into account and represented in the monologue above. The adjective dialogical does not mean that we have a dialogue, two speakers, but it means that different ideas are confronted within consciousness – which, according to its etymology, means knowing (Lat. sciēre) together with (Lat. con/m-) – and it matters little if there are two speakers or one, as in both cases the possibilities of culture are realized. Thus, for example, there appears to be a fine line between becoming a medical lab technician and becoming a pharmacist. There appears to be a lot going for the pharmacist, especially the rather high income that Joe appears to be talking about very favorably. At the same time, medical lab technician is the favorite career option. Although we find out a lot about the deliberations, the pros and cons that come with each career, there is no ultimate ground that makes the decision anticipatable. But this is life, and the open-endedness of it, its indeterminate nature allows change, which is at the very heart of the principle of dialogicity, according to which situations may be revisited again and again. It is only with death, when dialogicity ends, that everything ends – as Bakhtin says in my introductory quote. 


Another place where the ultimate difference between two options that cannot be bridged by reason comes through is in the talk about interest. Thus, Joe repeatedly returns to labeling lab technician as an interesting career, doing lab work as something he finds interesting, but when he ponders as to why something is interesting, he ends up saying, “it just is.” It just is not only for Joe but also for any possible interlocutor that he might be addressing, including the virtual one that he is talking to in his monologue. Here, therefore, we have one of the interpretive repertoires, one of the explanations we may not further interrogate, as there is no further ground. There is no possibility to go further or deeper. There is an unexplained and unexplainable remainder, an incalculable surplus that the decision maker himself cannot explain concerning his decision-making process. This therefore is a gap that causal explanations of choosing careers, if there exist, would never be able to cross, where they would always be falling short. 
W/ri(Gh)ting Lives

In research such as the one at the heart of this book, we are concerned with the lives of real people, the decisions they make, the reasons they draw on as their resources, and the contingencies that they face on a day-to-day basis. In such research, we learn about how people make sense, and our own learning constitutes one such everyday sense-making effort. What our writing needs to do is render justice to these overlapping concerns and interests that researchers and their research participants have in contributing to the sustenance of life more broadly viewed. How do we write the lives of people and the manner in which they take positions and make decisions? How do we right the lives of people, taking into account how they get represented in research that draws on them as exemplary cases for learning something. What is the relationship between the protagonists in our research stories and the people with whom we share this society and culture, and through whose participation we have generated the transcriptions? The question then becomes whether we can do justice (right) when we write about and feature lives.


Concerning the way in which the auto/biographical material is presented, my personal preference would have been to use the same narrative form that James Joyce used in Ulysses, where the final chapter is written entirely as an internal monologue. In this case, the first excerpt from the interviews would have looked like this:

. . . I do like biology most I just do it is interesting it just is why not you ask English history well I like English Im good at it but I just dont know what kind of careers it would lead to but and math I dont know what kind career it would lead to either so biology would be the clearest choice because there are so many thing I know I can get into so . . .

When we talk, we do not mark punctuations; and when we ponder a difficult question such as what we want to study at the university and what our ultimate career goals are, we do not think in structured sentences or use punctuation. So in Joyce’s case, the entire chapter is written without punctuation, all 35 pages or 1609 lines of text. 

. . . I hate people that have always their poor story to tell everybody has their own troubles that poor Nancy Blake died a month ago of acute neumonia well I didn’t know her so well as all that she was Floeys friend more than mine poor Nancy it’s a bother having to answer he always tells me the wrong things and no stops to say like making a speech . . . (Joyce, 1986, p. 624)

Here, even though this text is from a novel, we can find themes that are also available in Joe’s monologue, both in structure, the flow of ideas from one to the other, and in content, such as the talk about a person who is a friend or perhaps more of an acquaintance. Although this may be my preferred way of depicting the considerations by means of which an individual might make a career decision, I do recognize that this way of writing makes the text more difficult to read because a lot more structuring work has to be spent on the part of the reader, work that in placing punctuations, the author normally does. What the monologue offers is of the same nature as the think-aloud protocol: insights into the form in which reasoning operates. The excerpt therefore represents an important aspect of the uninterrupted flow of thought. In a similar way, and contrasting the organized ways that characterize written texts, think-aloud protocols follow the way thought operates: with ideas springing up unexpectedly here and there. The monologue follows some but not others. To be dialogic, even if an individual were not deliberating in this manner, would be the method of choice at least for the author and her presentation. In this way, therefore the paragraph as presented in this section not only exhibits the forms of reasoning we enact both in private and in conversations with others; and it constitutes a representation of these ways. We might say that the representation is more authentic because it captures a quality of the phenomenon that we study that other forms of representation do not. This form of representation therefore does much more work that merely providing evidence for the structures that the researcher might highlight. It represents form and content of the way in which we think, which contrasts the sole interests for content often found in the social sciences. 


The writings of Dostoevsky and Joyce were so compelling precisely because they depicted the way in which consciousness operates not only in content but also, and especially, in the form. For an educational science interested in how human beings make decisions, learn, or solve problems understanding how consciousness operates in these varied situations should be of central interest. Depicting the process in the research results, here as an internal monologue that exhibits consciousness at work in its deliberations, actually takes us further than other accounts that pretend to describe decision making. This, therefore, is a way of w/ri(gh)ting decision making, not only presenting the contents it wrestles with in its dialogical process but also the very dialogical process by means of which such deliberation occurs.


One question that researchers frequently raise in scholarly discussion concerns that of voice, that is, the question of who is speaking for whom and how the research participants come to be represented in the published texts. At a most simplistic level, one might be tempted to argue that clipping excerpts – e.g., to report on interpretive repertoires or other discursive forms – destroys the voice of the participant. Her voice comes to be quoted or inserted into the narrative of another person, the researcher. He assumes power over how the participant comes to be presented and represented, and the original voice comes to be denatured. But, we may ask, is this not also the case with an autobiography or findings presented in the form of an internal monologue also change the voice of the person, which is no longer that of interacting with another in a face-to-face situation? Even if we were to record the ponderings of an individual, recorded and transcribed them verbatim to publish them as they were spoken we would not get any step closer to bridge the gap between the once-occurrent speech event, on the one hand, and the textual event that occurs with the publication of a written text. 


An important aspect of writing and representing research findings consists in considerations with respect to the audience. Not only are authors obliged, if they want to reach their audience, to address its interests in content but also they have to address the audience’s preferences with respect to form. This does not mean that the author has no other option but to reproduce existing form. We can always push the representational form, but when they attempt to innovate, authors have a responsibility for making available resources that allow the reading of potential audience members to organize itself, to educate the process of reading so that their intent for reading is satisfied even though the genre is changing. Thus, we may not be able to publish entirely autobiographical accounts or monologues on some topic until the instant that our prospective audience has developed reading practices that are required for reading different genres.


An important issue concerns the research participants and how anything they have said and done comes to figure in a research account. All too often, the discussion tends to be too simplistic. Important lessons may be learned from literary scholarship and the way it distinguishes people we know in everyday life, including our protagonists and ourselves (authors) that figure in the written texts we publish. Following in such matters the writings of Mikhail Bakhtin, I keep the two separate. The Joe in flesh and blood who sat down with Pei-Ling for an interview is a very different person from the literary figure who appears in this text. The modes of this text mediate how the protagonists appears, how he speaks, and in which way we can learn from him. Viewed in this way, research is recognized as what it is, one of the many sciences that “construct” knowledge. The difference between fact and fiction is undecidable, and the etymological origin of the two words – Lat. facēre, to make, and fingēre, to fashion, form – both point to the production rather than the finding of the reality we report about. Fiction based on a true story, a genre of books, television shows, and movies, also may be the appropriate way of thinking about the pieces of text that we clip from interviews and other aspects of the lives of people to allow our readers to learn about some issue.
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Figure 4.1. Joe’s likes and dislikes concerning possible future selves.
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