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An Introduction from Mike Nicholson 
Director of Undergraduate Admissions and Outreach, 

University of Oxford 

Historically, much of the outreach activity carried out by 

the higher education sector has focused on student 

recruitment, primarily targeted at students who are 

already in post-16 study. It is only in the last ten years 

that there has been significant and sustained effort to 

engage with younger students, their teachers and parents to raise aspiration to study at university, 

and enthusing students with the opportunities that this activity then offers for progression and 

career development. 

The outcomes from this research endorses the need for the sustained outreach contact model that 

starts early in a student’s life and continues through primary and secondary education, but also 

indicates that the lack of access to a coherent programme of information, advice and guidance 

leaves many students with very limited awareness and understanding of the scope that higher 

education can offer as a route to fulfil their ambitions. For many students it appears that their long-

term aims would be enhanced through further study, but at present misinformation and mythology 

over costs and long-term benefits is viewed more as a barrier to participation than an incentive. The 

research also very clearly challenges some of the perceptions that exist in society at large that 

suggest that students from backgrounds with limited family experience of higher education lack 

ambition or alternatively have unrealistic goals based on an ever-present exposure to celebrity 

lifestyles through the media and popular culture. 

Perhaps most significantly, the report also highlights the importance of parents, peers, and media 

(particularly North American depictions of higher education) in forming the views and perceptions 

that students have of the opportunities and obstacles created by higher education. Engagement 

with these key groups of influencers remains a challenge to those who are involved in outreach 

work, and the report’s recommendations that the creation of a “third space”, where students and 

parents can engage with higher education in an environment that is not intimidating or 

overwhelming, deserves much greater exploration. Some of the activity carried out through the 

Oxford Young Ambassador’s programme has aimed to put into practice the need for parental 

engagement through outreach work, and the findings of the report provide a useful and welcome 

endorsement of this approach. 

The University of Oxford continues to see our outreach activity as one of the most effective means 

of encouraging bright and engaged students from a diverse range of backgrounds and experiences to 

realise their full potential through further study. In conjunction with colleagues in the University’s 

Department of Education, and through the activities of the Education Deanery, I look forward to 

building upon the recommendations contained in this report over the coming years. 

 

Mike Nicholson, Director of Undergraduate Admissions and Outreach, University of Oxford
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Raising and Sustaining Aspiration in City 
Schools 

Executive Summary of Findings 

Introduction 
This document presents findings from Raising and Sustaining Aspiration in City Schools, a project 

funded by the Citi Foundation. The Citi Foundation has supported Oxford undergraduates from 

lower-income families between 2001 and 2012 through the Citi Foundation Bursaries scheme. The 

Bursary scheme has provided the University with funding to support over 150 students, since the 

scheme began. The Foundation has funded the current study in the light of their interests in 

widening participation and access activities, with a view to the findings informing future practice at 

both the University of Oxford and other institutions across the UK. 

Over the academic year 2012-2013 a team from Oxford University Department of Education 

examined how Year 9 students at four Oxford city secondary schools thought about university. A 

major focus was how Higher Education featured in their projected learning trajectories and 

expectations for their futures, at the point when they were selecting school subjects for further 

study. As background we also needed to understand the nature of the relationship between Oxford 

University and local schools, and therefore interviewed university and school staff. The present 

report, however, focuses primarily on data gathered with Year 9 school students.  

The findings are organised according to the sources of understanding from which students derive 

ideas about university and create images of their future selves. While recognising the interconnected 

nature of these sources of understanding, we identify understandings derived from three sources: 

from their school experiences; from family influences; and from wider cultural representations.  

The study indicates that school, family and broader popular discourse appear to contribute to 

students’ lack of understanding about Higher Education, and can serve to perpetuate the continued 

mystification of university as a possible future option in students’ learning trajectories. With this in 

mind, the key findings of the report can be summarised as follows: 

 Understandings from School: 

o Education and restricted personal agency  Many students described a desire to 

‘escape’ from formal education upon completing secondary school. This was 

accompanied by discussions of the constraints and restrictions placed on students 

by the ‘audit culture’ of assessment underpinning secondary education. Students 

associated the lack of agency or freedom that this system represented to them with 

education in general, and so described wanting to ‘have a break’ in their learning 

trajectories before returning to what they imagined would be a similar system of 

stress and regulation at university. One interesting lack, in relation to how students 

discussed their learning trajectories, was any indication of the love of a particular 

subject and a consequent desire to continue to study it. 

o Understanding the relationship between qualifications and aspirations 

There is evidence of a disconnection between students’ aspirations for the future 

and their understanding of the meaning and value of qualifications. For some, the 
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horizon of their future learning trajectory was GCSE or A-Level, which were 

considered gateways into ‘good’ employment and future financial security. Higher 

Education arose as an option only when considering GCSE or A-Level examination 

failure, with students arguing that they might continue on to university in order to 

bolster their CVs and enter the kind of employment that better examination results 

might otherwise allow them to access. Understanding this interpretation of the 

relationship between qualifications, Higher Education and imagined futures 

represents an area of significant further research. Some students also revealed a 

limited understanding of the wider career options offered by Higher Education, with 

some linking a degree level qualification with a limited number of standard 

professional occupations such as doctor, lawyer and teacher. 

 Understandings from Family 

o The importance of family Perhaps not surprisingly, family proved to be a very 

important influence in the decision-making process to attend university. What was 

surprising was the fact that students were influenced not only by positive 

encouragement from parents and other family members, but also by ‘cautionary 

examples’ of older siblings or other family members who were perceived to have 

made unfavourable life choices after school – or for whom ultimately university was 

an expensive and unproductive experience.  It was also surprising to find that 

university was not a point of discussion within some families: some students were 

unsure about whether or not their parents had attended university, let alone 

discussing the likelihood of their own university attendance.  

o Cost, class, and the commodification of university education The principal 

concerns for most students thinking about going to university were: a) rising costs, 

b) the ability to meet these costs, c) the cost-benefit of attending university, and d) 

the implications that this has for the ‘kinds of people’ who they imagined attending 

university. While not all students were fully aware of the costs involved in going to 

university, they were able to articulate discourse concerning debt and the relative 

value of a university degree in terms of future employment and financial gain. This 

overshadowed discussions of the academic, intellectual or social value of attending 

university. By extraction, discussions of the high cost of Higher Education also 

revealed students’ perceptions of university as a place of privilege: rather than 

being culturally a place for ‘posh’ people only, for them university is now mainly a 

place that only ‘posh’ people can afford. These ideas were often related to 

perceptions about family (and class) background, and expected future outcomes. 

 Students’ own reflections and wider cultural representations 

o Education, cultural capital and aspirations  Contemporary political discourse 

identifies a ‘poverty of aspirations’ among disadvantaged students as a principal 

barrier to improved educational outcomes. Among the Year 9 students interviewed, 

there was little evidence of limited long-term aspirations or a lack of imagination 

when it came to thinking about future trajectories. Students were sometimes 

limited, however, in their ability to imagine the means, educational or otherwise, by 

which these aspirations could be achieved. Even students with very clear and 

ambitious aspirations demonstrated marked gaps in knowledge in terms of how 

they would progress from one stage in their learning trajectories to the next, and 
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how they might play an active role in this process, in order to turn their imagined 

futures into reality. We explore this issue in relation to the idea of cultural and 

‘creative’ capital – students’ ability not only to imagine particular future 

trajectories, but also their capacity to imagine the means by which these 

trajectories may be navigated effectively. 

o Media representations of Higher Education Perceptions of university among the 

students interviewed were deeply influenced by representations and ideas derived 

from media consumption, particularly from US-based films and TV dramas. This led 

to a complex conflation of ideas about high school and American ‘college’ 

(university), sixth form college, and university. The impact of media consumption on 

perceptions of Higher Education far outweighed any other source of information, 

and was considered among the students to be much more important than teachers 

or school discourse in shaping their ideas about attending university. 

Implications: Each of these themes is presented in the findings section below. A thread running 

through the findings is the extent to which students were mystified by the world of university, and 

the pathways towards it. The ability of students to place Higher Education within their vision of the 

imagined future was hampered both by a lack of knowledge and understanding about university, 

and also by the mystification of the world of university: not only did students not know about 

university, they lacked the ability to recognise the kinds of cultural capital and agency necessary to 

open the doors to Higher Education. Learning to recognise the cultural capital that will allow them to 

do this represents an enduring challenge for schools, families, and for students themselves.  This 

finding is not new: one of the contributions of this study is to indicate where the greatest gaps in 

knowledge are and how they are impeding students’ navigation of subject choice, applications and 

financial support that make up the pathway to Higher Education. The research also reveals that 

students are navigating several sets of practices simultaneously – family, friendships, media, school – 

and unsurprisingly find that these practices are not always in alignment.  

We found no evidence that the academic and other achievements that their schools valued for them 

dominated over what was prioritised by family and friends. Students tended to envisage university 

as an extension of school in terms of examination pressure and constraints on their time. There was 

also no evidence at all of students wishing to study a subject based on their enjoyment of it. Their 

view of Higher Education was instead instrumental and based on its economic value. There was no 

indication that these students lacked ambition, nor were their ambitions related to fantasies of 

celebrity. Their anticipations about their future trajectories were usually entirely rational, with 

evidence of intelligent cost-benefit analyses, albeit of an informal kind. Where there was a degree of 

fantasy was in the images of Higher Education gleaned from film and television. This was, for us, a 

new finding offering considerable food for thought. 

 The implication, therefore, is that there is a continued need to demystify university as a possible 

future option for secondary school students and for their families. The accounts given by students 

also suggest that, in most cases, their families paid little or no attention to university as a possibility 

for their children. In Chapter 4 below, we put forward a number of possible ways of addressing this 

gap and the misalignment of school and family priorities.  The suggestions include developing better 

networks between home and school; encouraging the construction of ‘common knowledge’ about 

why university education matters between families and schools;  increasing family awareness about 

the costs of university; developing understandings of  the social and cultural aspects of the university 
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experience; encouraging positive understandings of academic life at university; and creating ‘third 

spaces’ in schools to bridge the gap between the worlds of secondary schools and universities.   
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Chapter One      

Background and Outline of the Study 
The student-focused part of the project takes as its starting point the following broad research 

questions: 

 What are the meanings that secondary school students give to the experience of going to 

university? 

 How do Year 9 students anticipate navigating the figured world of university, and what does 

this tell us about student agency, cultural capital, and learning trajectories? 

 What shapes secondary school student imaginings of Higher Education? 

In answering these questions, the study has examined perceptions of university among secondary 

school students in relation to notions of self, identity, aspirations and ideas about imagined future 

selves. This focus includes a consideration of barriers that exist for some students when considering 

university as a possible option for the future. We were therefore interested in the conditions, both 

individual and social, that lead to choices about university as part of a broader future trajectory. We 

were also interested in how student choices about university are represented, both in popular and 

political discourse, and in the ways that these representations may in turn serve as discursive tools 

to be deployed by universities and schools in order to present the idea of university choice back to 

students. Finally, we were interested in the extent to which students have personal agency when 

negotiating their learning trajectories; and in identifying ways to facilitate and foster this agency at 

the institutional and discursive level.  

These questions have direct relevance not only to contemporary popular, academic and political 

discourse surrounding access and widening participation in Higher Education, but also to the broader 

issue of the aspirations and imagined futures of young people in contemporary British society. 

Indeed, these are questions that resonate deep into popular debate about the future, economic and 

otherwise, of the UK. Prime Minister David Cameron’s ‘Aspiration Nation’ speech to the 

Conservative Party Conference in October 2012 placed aspiration firmly back in the centre of 

political discussion: nurturing the right kinds of aspiration, the Prime Minister argued, was key not 

only to economic recovery but also to the long-term development of British society: 

Aspiration is the engine of progress. Countries rise when they allow their people to rise. In 

this world where brains matter more, where technologies shape our lives, where no-one is 

owed a living: the most powerful natural resource we have is our people…There are young 

people who work hard year after year but are still living at home. They sit in their childhood 

bedroom, looking out of the window dreaming of a place of their own. I want us to say to 

them – you are our people, we are on your side, we will help you reach your dreams. 

This focus on aspiration remains key to the government’s pronouncements on education and 

economic policy. It is important, however, to recognise that certain kinds of aspiration (in some 

cases, attending university) are privileged within this discourse, while others are not. On one hand, 

there is now significant popular and political concern about young people’s seeming obsession with 

celebrity culture and so-called ‘fantasy’ imaginings of their futures as pop singers, football players 
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and celebrities-for-celebrity’s sake. This growing level of concern is reflected in the ESRC’s recent 

funding for the Celeb Youth Project1, which explores the relationship between celebrity 

representations, social class and gender. Academics working on this project also study the specific 

kinds of economically driven, rational-choice models of aspiration that are presented in political 

discourse as the preferable alternative to the ‘fantasies’ of celebrity culture.  On the other hand, 

there is also widespread concern that children and young people suffer from a ‘poverty of 

aspiration’, particularly in contexts of social or economic disadvantage. There is a fear that 

experiences of poverty and social marginalisation may socialise children and young people into 

accepting limited perceptions of what the future may hold and encourage them to rein-in their 

aspirations (educational or otherwise) accordingly.  

 Sometimes blame is consequently placed on individual children and young people and their families 

for being ‘lazy’, for a lack of ambition, or not recognising the value of education. Aspirations can also 

be linked to opportunities in this way – ‘poverty of aspiration’ is argued to be a result of the social 

and cultural beliefs of those in poverty, including beliefs about opportunities and future selves, 

rather than the outcome of the broader structural constraints that help to shape the lives of those 

experience disadvantage.  

A more complex interpretation of these phenomena seeks to understand the individual and social 

factors underpinning how children and young people perceive and actively shape trajectories 

towards imagined futures which may or may not involve university. The focus of the present study is 

therefore students’ imaginings of how their futures may be actualised. It accomplishes this task by 

talking with young people to reveal their interpretations of their personal learning trajectories, in 

order to understand how these might align with their imaginings of their futures.  

These are clearly issues of central importance to secondary schools and universities. The relatively 

recent increase in university fees across England has led to speculation, for example, about the 

impact that increased costs will have on access and aspirations to Higher Education, particularly for 

students coming from disadvantaged backgrounds. There is some evidence that in the short-term 

the increase in fees has not had an impact on admissions from disadvantaged groups;2 but a large 

body of research points to the enduring impact of social and economic background on aspirations 

and educational outcomes in general, and on perceptions of university in particular.  

This is an issue that comes into stark relief in a ‘city of learning’, like Oxford, that is home to two 

universities - both an ancient elite university and a leading modern university – and also to 

significant levels of child poverty and areas of concentrated youth unemployment.3 Recent research 

from the Oxfordshire Children’s and Young People’s Trust suggests that 23.2% of children in Oxford 

city are living in poverty.4 DfE Figures for 2010 suggest that only 22% of young people growing up in 

poverty succeed in achieving 5 or more GCSEs at A*-C, including English and Maths. There is a 

correlation, then, between poverty or social and economic disadvantage and limited educational 

outcomes, which in turn may translate into constrained future employment opportunities and the 

repetition of cycles of marginalisation within certain sectors of the population. Recent research from 

Mark Tyler at the ESRC Centre on Micro-social Change5 also confirms that across the board, the 

                                                           
1
  See their website   http://www.celebyouth.org/ 

2
 See, for example, Tuition fees rise has not put off applications by disadvantaged students 

http://www.theguardian.com/education/2013/sep/11/tuition-fees-rise-disadvantaged-students-applying 
3
 See, for example, Lifting the Lid on Leys Youth Unemployment 

http://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/news/9437453.Lifting_the_lid_on_Leys_youth_unemployment/ 
4 See Oxfordshire Children & Young People’s Trust (2013) Child Poverty Needs Assessment  
5
 See their updates at https://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/podcasts/iser  

http://www.celebyouth.org/
http://www.theguardian.com/education/2013/sep/11/tuition-fees-rise-disadvantaged-students-applying
http://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/news/9437453.Lifting_the_lid_on_Leys_youth_unemployment/
file:///C:/Users/p0076922/Downloads/Oxfordshire%20Children%20&%20Young%20People%25E2%2580%2599s%20Trust%20Child%20Poverty%20Needs%20Assessment.pdf
https://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/podcasts/iser
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conditions of the ‘Great Recession’ translate into a real difference of opportunity for school leavers, 

with wages falling by 17% in the short-term and 7% in the long term for those entering the 

employment market in times of high unemployment. This means that the issue of aspiration is not 

only a matter of addressing young people who are ‘NEET’ (Not in Education, Employment or 

Training) but also those who leave school only to find employment that fails to live up to their 

expectations, aspirations or potential.   

In Oxford, as in other social contexts across the UK, there exist a range of broader social and cultural 

factors that may impact on aspirations and perceptions of higher education, in addition to the more 

straightforward physiological and economic impacts of disadvantage on educational outcomes 

(nutrition, appropriate housing, resources for education, etc.). It is important to consider how these 

factors are manifested in the lived experiences of students to understand how they make sense and 

give meaning to issues of aspiration and widening participation in their daily practices.     

There is a large body of existing academic research that explores the many factors that may 

influence why secondary students do or do not make the transition into Higher Education, and this is 

linked to broader research on aspirations. While there is not space in this report to consider this 

literature in full, the appendix to this document and the separate online bibliography document 

provide a guide to relevant books and articles in this field, for further reference.  

 

  

http://citifoundationimaginedfutures.wordpress.com/selected-bibliography/
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Chapter Two    

The Design of the Study 

Key concepts: navigating figured worlds; student agency; learning 

trajectories; cultural capital 
The present study has a clear conceptual framework which has allowed us to move beyond 

interesting anecdotal accounts to draw lessons that may inform studies and interventions in other 

settings. At the core of the framework is an understanding of student identities which recognises 

that their life trajectories are taken forward with reference to their imagined future selves. At the 

same time these imaginings may be constrained and limited by current and past social factors that 

narrow the breadth of imagined future horizons. In addressing the research questions, the study has 

attempted to identify how the identities of Year 9 students are shaping the academic decisions they 

are making currently and will make in the next few years. 

The key concepts we used in the collection and analysis of the data are outlined in Figure 1. 

 Key Concept                                 How it is used in this study 

Identity                                                    The sense of who we are and what we can do. We acquire that sense 

in interaction with others and in particular with their expectations of 

us. Our identities influence where and how we believe we might take 

effective action and therefore how we approach decisions. Identity is 

both individually constructed (i.e. we make choices about who we are 

and who we want to be) and socially constructed (i.e. our identity is 

shaped and constrained by social forces and social influences). Identity 

is also relational – we define who we are in conversation with other 

people. Individuals are capable of imagining future selves in multiple 

ways as a result; but these imaginings may also be constrained and 

limited by social factors that narrow the breadth of imagined future 

horizons. 

Possible or future selves 

 

 

An imagining of oneself as an active agent in specific settings in the 

future. These imaginings may give a sense of direction to the young 

person and inform decisions in the present. Identity is often 

conceptualised as something a-temporal that only exists in the now. 

However, it is important to recognise that identity construction involves 

future gazing, and making sense of the past in light of possible futures. 

Thinking in terms of possible or future identities is a novel way of 

understanding aspiration not only as the achievement of future goals 

(employment, wealth, owning a car, starting a family, etc.) but about 

the realisation of future selves. 

Agency A capacity to take effective and responsible action. The exercise of 

agency will vary from setting to setting according to the possibilities for 

effective and responsible action. Consequently a young person may, for 

example, be agentic at home but not at school. 
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Trajectory The pathway taken by an individual as they negotiate the demands of 

specific settings and move between settings. Trajectories are not 

necessarily linear and unidirectional and can be reconfigured. They are 

negotiated in interactions with others and shaped by decisions at 

crucial points, such as the selection of GCSE subjects. Movement 

through and across these settings are in part shaped by one’s identity 

i.e. one’s sense of who one is and what one can do and by a sense of a 

possible future self. 

Practices 

 

Practices are socially constructed, sustained over time and are 

inhabited by people. We can talk of a family’s practices, or those of a 

school, or of a profession such a social work. They are historically 

accumulated, knowledge-laden, freighted by emotion and given shape 

by the values of the people who inhabit them. People’s identities are 

shaped in the practices they inhabit, and moving between practices, 

such as between family and school, or between school and university, 

can make demands on one’s identity. 

Figured worlds The practices that comprise a setting such as a school, family or 

university. These practices are navigated by an individual as they take 

forward the sense of who they are. There is a strong link with identity 

and agency as a young person may be expert in navigating the practices 

of the football team, but not the classroom; or may have a clear idea of 

their future in the figured world of retail, but not of university. There 

may also be gaps between figured worlds: a student may have a 

perception, for example, of the figured world of professional aviation, 

but he or she may not fully grasp the figured worlds that they must 

negotiate (e.g. qualifications or further education) in order to become a 

pilot. 

Cultural capital The resources, such as the ability to recognise and use the language of 

higher education and its systems, which can help in decision-making 

and taking forward trajectories. The important question is how and 

why these resources are used. Students may have the kind of cultural 

capital required to successfully navigate the figured world of university, 

but they may not recognise this cultural capital as such. There are 

therefore strong links with future selves and agency in how young 

people use cultural capital to take forward their intentions as they 

navigate the figured worlds that they anticipate. 

Transition to adulthood 

 

 

 

 

 

A major repositioning of a young person as, for example, a family 

member or student in the practices of the family or academic work. 

This is a significant developmental transition from mainly dependence 

and compliance to what is seen by young people as mainly 

independence and responsibility (even if this may not always take place 

in such clear-cut terms in reality). It links strongly with notions of future 

selves and with a sense of who one is and what one can do. It may be 

anticipated eagerly because of independence and with trepidation if 

the transition has unknown aspects, for example, entering the figured 

world of the university.  

Figure 1 Key Concepts Employed in the Study 
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There is an emphasis in Figure 1 on individuals, their trajectories and how they negotiate and 

anticipate the figured worlds of school and university. We retain this focus because the present 

study has been an attempt to examine the lives and anticipations of the students from their own 

personal perspectives:  to gather and represent their interpretations of possibilities and futures. The 

framing we have taken, however, also allows us to examine the practices in which these identities 

are constructed, agency exercised and trajectories negotiated. Above all it reminds us that the 

shaping of effective and responsible identities and productive pathways involves interventions in 

these practices. An analysis of institutional practices has been beyond the scope of the present 

study, but is a possibility for a later project. 

We now turn to explore the details of how the project was carried out, and the way that we 

employed the above conceptual framework to derive findings from the data gathered.  

Methods of data gathering with Year 9 students 
The research was conducted in two phases over the period September 2012 to July 2013. Phase 1 

(September 2012 - March 2013) involved interviewing a variety of adults from within the University 

of Oxford and the City’s educational community to uncover their perspectives on: a) the broader 

issues surrounding widening participation; b) specific issues to do with the relationship between 

Oxford University and local secondary schools;  and c) potential solutions and avenues for improving 

future collaboration. Phase 2 (March 2013-July 2013) involved obtaining data from four local 

secondary schools, interviewing Year 9 pupils about their perceptions of the future and the position 

of Higher Education within these future plans. During Phase 2 of the research the research team 

carried out the following activities: 1) focus groups; and 2) interviews with Year 9 students. 

Selecting participants 

After completing interviews with members of school staff in four Oxfordshire schools, and with 

colleagues at Oxford University, the research team contacted the schools again to arrange the 

student-focused phase of the research project. In March-April 2013, the research team began by 

organising a focus group in each of the four schools, asking school staff to select Year 9 students to 

attend who were, in their opinion, academically capable of attending university but who were, in the 

teachers’ view, likely to decide not to apply. Interestingly, the groups did include a few students who 

were clear that they would be applying. We selected Year 9 students because they were in the 

process of choosing (or had already chosen) their options for GCSEs, and so were at a crossroads in 

terms of decision-making about future educational prospects. We were interested to see the extent 

to which future aspirations for Higher Education, or a lack thereof, were reflected both in options 

choices and in their imaginings of their futures. 

Focus groups 

Approximately 10-12 students attended each of the focus groups. During these sessions students 

were first asked to think of what university ‘looks like’, and to discuss this in small groups. They were 

then asked to draw this image, and the image was used for further whole-group discussion. The 

researcher leading the group then asked further questions about where these images of university 

come from, and about their significance. The focus groups finished with a discussion of individual 

aspirations for Higher Education, in order to reveal personal opinions about university as an option 

for the future. 

Student tracking 

From these groups, two students were selected in each school (one male and one female) to take 

part in the interview or ‘tracking’ phase of the research. Over the remainder of the academic year 
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(from April to July), a researcher from the team met with each pair of students three times, making 

for a total of 12 hour-long interviews with 8 students. The interviews adopted a narrative approach, 

focusing on students’ imaginings of their futures up to the age of 25, and encouraging students to 

articulate the decision-making processes, constraints and significant actors involved in mapping 

these proposed future trajectories.  

In the first interview, students began by drawing a timeline of their lives to 20, outlining in bullet 

form what their lives would be like at this stage. Students were then asked to work backwards from 

this age to the present, marking as they went each of the key points of transition or moments of 

decision-making involved in this process. The aim of this particular approach was to explore the 

extent to which students could imagine different future outcomes, and the extent to which they felt 

confident navigating the figured worlds that link up different stages in their future lives. That is, we 

wanted to see if students could not only imagine their futures, but also imagine how they would 

make these futures a reality for themselves, and, finally, the extent to which they felt empowered to 

affect change and overcome potential constraints or hurdles.   

The second interview returned to the timeline, this time focusing on students’ knowledge and 

understanding, or lack thereof, of the university application process. Where students were not fully 

aware of how one applies to university, the conversation instead moved on to their imaginings of 

how the process works, many of which were derived from American popular culture in the form of 

movies and television programmes. Students then discussed what they thought it would be like to 

be at university, imagining what kinds of activities take place, what emotions they associate with 

attending university, and what kinds of people they imagine being at university. Each of these points 

of discussion aimed to reveal something of the social and cultural dimensions of students’ 

perceptions of university. 

The final interviews involved students thinking about life at 25, and considering how life might be 

similar or different if they did, or did not, attend university. This allowed students the opportunity to 

map multiple future trajectories, and to consider the ‘what if’ questions that were posed by different 

sets of future possibilities. The interviews ended with students reflecting on the interview process 

itself, to consider whether or not the explicit discussion of university and future aspirations had 

made them think differently about the future.   All focus groups and interviews were recorded and 

transcribed. 

Research ethics 
 
The research was given ethical approval under the University’s research ethics process.  The 
researchers gained explicit consent from the school, parents and young people to take part in the 
research. The data obtained were kept securely, and pseudonyms are used in this report, to 
safeguard anonymity.     
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Chapter Three 

Findings 

Sources of Understanding about University   
The methods yielded a rich, complex and detailed body of data. It will not be possible to fully 

represent the entirety of these data in this report; rather, we anticipate that specific narratives, 

themes and individual stories will emerge in future academic and public-facing publications to be 

derived from this research. Here we have organised our analysis in order to reflect what students 

understand about university, and the sources that shape their understanding – namely school, 

family, and students’ own broader understandings derived from popular discourse and elsewhere. 

These data include instances where students demonstrate a lack of understanding about university, 

or a mystification of the figured world of Higher Education. Our analysis is driven by the idea of 

imagined future selves, particularly in relation to student perceptions of transitions into adulthood. 

We also focus on their articulation of issues to do with cultural capital and agency, or their absence, 

and their anticipations of what the figured world of university will look like.  

General perceptions: what does university ‘look’ like

 
Figure 2 Representations of university (1) 

We begin here with general perceptions among students of university. Student responses about 

what university ‘looks’ like were revealing, not only in terms of what they implied about student 

perceptions of university, but also in what they suggested about the sources of information that 

students rely on for these ideas. When drawing and discussing universities in the focus groups, 

students were surprisingly uniform in their responses. Many described ‘university’ as a place defined 

by old buildings, imposing clock towers, vast lecture halls and row upon row of windows inhabited 

by busy students. Universities were also described in terms of ‘those square bits of grass inside’ 
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(quadrangles) and, somewhat more surprisingly, in terms of canteens, cafeterias and places to ‘hang 

out’. A minority of students suggested that universities might have ‘modern-looking’ buildings. In 

most cases, ‘old’ buildings were associated with institutions as reactionary and exclusive - as ‘old and 

crusty’ and ‘boring’.  As one male student put it: 

You never really seen any new ones, they all kind of look… well when I go into town and 

everybody says they come here to see the universities, I think they just look boring and old. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 Representations of university (2) 

This was not a view shared by all students: some emphasised the activity and energy of being at 

university. When describing the people that they imagined in universities, students talked primarily 

about students and (male) ‘professors’ (single members of university staff lecturing from the front of 

a large room). Students were depicted by some as ‘stressed’ and over-worked: the stereotype of a 

student rushing from lecture to lecture, carrying a large pile of books, emerged on a number of 

occasions: 

Craig: They’ve got different kinds of… different kind of categories, like different people.  

You’ve got the stressful kind that need to get this done, that done.  You’ve got the kind that 

just relax and just go through it.   You’ve got kind of, the popular kind, you know, 

yes…They’re always in a hurry…When you’re in town like they’re rushing past and they barge 

past you like running for buses and that everywhere. 

Others focused on the stereotype of students ‘hanging out’, often in grassy recreation areas:  

Shelley: …there’s like an area with just like benches and loads of trees and like fountains, like 

where, a hanging out place for students. 

It would be expected that these stereotypes were borne of students’ experiences of living near to an 

‘old, crusty’ university. Clearly some of their ideas were drawn from personal experiences of Oxford 
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University students and buildings; but few had actually been into any University buildings or had any 

first-hand experience of Oxford University. Nor did any students mention Oxford Brookes University 

or the ‘modern’ style of architecture that characterises this university (one campus of which was 

only a few hundred metres away from the school where the above conversations took place). 

Rather, they made constant reference to representations of university in popular media: 

 Mark: It’s like big towers, I think because I’ve been watching movies like Harry Potter and 

American Pie and stuff like that.   

We explore this particular point in more detail below. First, however, it is important to consider how 

these broader imaginings of university fit with individual students’ imaginings of their own place in 

the world of Higher Education. 

 

Sources of understanding: School 

The influence of teachers on ideas about university 

Some students suggested that teachers made passing mentions to university in relation to their own 

experiences, but few students suggested that they had detailed conversations about the future or 

about university with teachers. While in the minority, some students did explicitly note the impact of 

teachers on their perceptions about university and possible future trajectories. Jack, for example, 

had a close bond with his science teacher because of her background in the RAF: 

Fac: you mentioned your science teacher as being quite a big influence on…? 

Jack: Yes, she’s a big influence on, you know, she was a pilot so we can relate and you know, 

talk about stuff, pilot stuff… I’m always checking on the RAF website, what qualifications you 

need and stuff like that, so just trying to get an idea of what I need to do and what I need to 

be doing.  And then even better my science teacher used to be a pilot in the RAF so she is 

actually, you know, helping me get there as well because she’s my science teacher and you 

need science.   

Similarly, Daisy held her Drama teacher in very high regard and was intending to pursue a career in 

Performing Arts as a result of this teacher’s impact: 

Fac: any teachers or anything like that would influence that choice or not so much? 

Daisy: Only my drama teacher.  She’d probably just say, yes go do it. 

Fac: have there been any particular moments like that so far do you think where like your 

drama teacher has said, you should go and do this? 

Daisy: Yes, like I finished my assessment last term and she was like, you should do this like 

later on in life in like a theatre and she’s looking for different theatres.   

Both Jack and Daisy provided clear examples where teachers were helping them to shape imaginings 

of the future, both of which seemed to take place outside of any formal, structured exchange or 

activity that involved planning for the future. Given the fundamentally future-oriented nature of 

secondary education, it is unlikely that there was a complete absence of discussion about the future 

in the lives of other students. While perhaps not a complete reflection of student interactions with 

their teachers surrounding the topic of university and future plans, then, it was revealing that so few 
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students were willing to share stories similar to Jack and Daisy about inspiration or advice from 

teachers.  For many, teachers did not figure in their picture of how they come to imagine the future.  

Education and restricted personal agency  

Many students described a desire to ‘escape’ from formal education upon completing secondary 

school. This was accompanied by discussions of the constraints and restrictions placed on students 

by the audit culture of assessment underpinning the secondary education system. Students 

associated the lack of agency or freedom that this system represents with education in general, and 

so described wanting to ‘have a break’ in their learning trajectories before returning to what they 

imagined would be a similar system of stress and regulation at university. One female student, Daisy, 

described this feeling as follows: 

 Fac: you made that comment that you wanted maybe to have a break from school when you 

get to 18, a break from education rather, so not to go straight into university.  Do you think 

that’s another thing that would influence your choice about going to university or not? 

Daisy: Well yes because like you would be in school all your life and then you just basically go 

to another school for like another two to four years or something of your life and it’s just not 

good. 

Fac: So tell me why it’s not good, what do you think is not good about it? 

Daisy: Because like you can’t do things that you would do at the weekends, and like in the 

week, I just wouldn’t haven’t no time.  And it would just be like school again. 

Fac: So what’s school like, it sort of restricts you at times?  What do you think the similarities 

might be between them? 

Daisy: Right now like loads of people… not loads, a couple of people like always want to meet 

with me and I’m just like I have homework, I need to sort out everything for tomorrow.  And 

by the time it’s ready like everything is done it’s like 7 o'clock and I’m like, I need to eat 

dinner, get in the bath and stuff like that.  And then there’s just no time. 

It was also revealing to explore how students thought about the perceived lack of ‘freedom’ when at 

university, both economically and in terms of the ‘restrictions’ of being in education, in relation to 

other transitions to adulthood. It was clear that some considered attending university to be a barrier 

in their trajectory towards adult life. In conversation, Daisy continued: 

Daisy: I’m not too sure because if like when you leave this school apparently like most of the 

pupils feel that they’re free and stuff like that.  But if you go to university then you’ll just feel 

like, oh you’re at school again so you will just be quite, you know… 

Fac: That’s a really interesting point.  So you think it’s like still being at school if you go to 

university? 

Daisy: Yes. 

Fac: So what do you think then, does that make you feel more grown up or less grown up by 

the time you get to 25? 

Daisy: Probably a bit of both because if you go to university you can still do things but you 

can’t do a lot of things like going out.  Like you can’t do a lot of that if you’re going there. 
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Fac: So why not; what stops from you doing that? 

Daisy: Well because if you have like loads of coursework to do and like some of your friends 

are going out at the weekend, like and you’ll have homework sort of to do, you will just, I 

can’t go like because you’ve got that to do. 

Fac: Do you think… so if we look at the other side, the idea of not going to university, do 

those things kind of make you grow up faster do you think? 

Daisy: Yes, because if you’re going out and shopping with your friends and you have your 

own car and you’re working and you’re getting money in then it’s just like you feel more 

grown up because you can do anything, go anywhere. 

Here Daisy associates the hard work of university and the formal structure of higher education as the 

opposite of the kinds of activities that she associates with an emerging sense of adult identity. 

University for her does not represent an experience of intellectual freedom or growth, but rather the 

continuation of a process of education that she sees as constrictive. Similarly, the kinds of financial 

sacrifices that she perceives as being involved in attending university – not having a car, for example, 

and not having disposable income – are at odds with what she imagines adulthood to be like. These 

kinds of statements raise profound questions not only about how higher education is perceived in 

the imagined future adulthoods of young people in the present, but also about their perceptions of 

the uneasy fit between the regimens of formal education and their shifting negotiations of age as an 

aspect of social identity. Others quite simply associated taking a break from education with fun – 

with ‘rites of passage’ like going on a gap year or going on a summer holiday with friends. There was 

an awareness among some students that the serious work of becoming adult – getting a career, 

settling down – could wait while they enjoyed being young and care-free.  

In conversation with Shelly (who wanted to go straight to university and become a lawyer), Craig 

described this feeling: 

Craig: I’d have a year off without really worrying… well still work but worrying about, you 

know, what you want, like your career and everything.  So before you fully become an adult. 

Fac: So just to have a year to just kind of take it easy and… 

Craig: Just chill, yes. 

Fac: Yes, just relax.  Okay, so let’s think about… what do you think is going to happen… so 

you said about 19 you’d move out of your house and that kind of stuff. 

Craig: Yes, it says like, …like I can rely on my money that I earn from if I get a job, to support 

me and have my own place and whatever.   

Fac: So that’s kind of a… you’d think that’s kind of a start? 

Craig: I’d like to, you know… I think the only word I can think of is being independent. 

Fac: Yes, that makes sense. 

Craig: Independent with myself. 

Another topic of interest in relation to this more restricted view of education was students’ 

perceptions of specific subjects. While for some their passion for a future career matched up with 
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potential financial rewards, this was seldom linked in an explicit subject-specific interest in school. 

Some also suggested that it was too much of a financial risk to pursue a subject at university simply 

because one was passionate about it. Craig and Amy discussed these points in one of the interviews: 

Fac: Is it [going to university]  not about kind of a, you know, your kind of interest in that 

subject, your love of that subject or is that kind of secondary to the money stuff do you think; 

or are they equal? 

Craig: Well it’s (automobile engineering) something that I like but it would also give me 

money, so that’s good…It’s a career that I can enjoy doing and it will also, yes… it’s a path 

that will lead me to also something that I enjoy but also money as well. 

Fac What about for you Amy, is it…  

Amy: I think it [law] is a really stable job because if you’re a lawyer you get to help people 

then.  The money thing is also a plus. 

Fac: So irrespective of the money that you’re going to make, anything like that; forget all 

those other things you might just do it just because you think it would be fun to do?   

Craig: You could be really interested in astronomy for instance, so you can go there, learn 

about that and don’t really care about the money, it’s just more about, you know, exploring 

the universe and, you know… 

Fac: I mean would you consider doing that? 

Amy: If I had a passion for it I would, but there’s nothing I really like that doesn’t lead me to a 

career path that I like. 

Craig: Yes, it costs too much so you can’t follow your passion. 

Other students echoed these quite sensible ideas about the cost of university versus the benefit of 

studying a subject for ‘fun’. Mark, for instance commented that it would be ‘a bit of a rip’ to spend 

so much money on university just to enjoy yourself, socially and academically, without also ensuring 

that your investment in university would translate into future job prospects. For this reason he was 

setting his sights on a more vocationally-focused future learning trajectory at college.  However, 

their perceptions of ‘safe’ careers also arose out of other sources of knowledge; there was no 

evidence that Amy had genuinely looked into the realities of a legal career, or the appropriate 

trajectories for realising it. Rather, Amy had a general idea that being a lawyer would allow you to 

‘help people’ and that this was therefore a good future because it would allow one to do this 

alongside making money. University was the means to this particular end.     
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Understanding the relationship between qualifications and aspirations  

There is evidence of a disconnection between students’ aspirations for the future and their 

understanding of the meaning and value of qualifications. For some, the horizon of the future 

learning trajectory was A-Levels, which were considered the gateway into ‘good’ employment and 

future financial security. Only when faced with failure in examinations did some students consider 

the idea of Higher Education – that is, they thought that if they achieved lower grades at GCSE or A-

Level, they might continue on to university in order to bolster their CVs and enter the kind of 

employment that good examination results might otherwise allow them to access.  

This issue emerged, for example, in the following conversation with two students, Mark and Fiona, 

discussing their future trajectories. For Fiona, different qualifications represented multiple pathways 

towards her eventual future as a photographer, dependent on her relative success or failure at each 

stage in her learning trajectory: 

Mark: Yes, just… if you get good enough grades in your GCSE then there’s not really much 

point (in staying on to A-Level), but if I get bad grades then I’ll probably stay, so it depends 

what I get really. 

Fac: So that’s interesting, so you think if things didn’t work out so well for GCSEs you might 

stay on to get a different kind of qualification that might sort of boost things up a bit?  What 

about if it went the other way, if you got really good grades? 

Mark: Um, then I’d leave school and go straight to a job, and then like next year when I’m 17 

I’ll probably go to college and yes, just get more qualifications.  Then once I finish college just 

get a proper job to work. 

Fac: How likely do you think going to university is in terms of what you want to do? 

Fiona: I might if I don’t… if like in the sixth form I don’t get um like a good enough 

photography grade for whatever they need at that time, so it might change, then I might 

have to go to Uni to get a better like qualification in order to get the job or a better job. 

This was also an issue in the imagined future narrative presented by Jack in the next section. Gaining 

a better understanding this (apparent) misinterpretation of the relationship between qualifications, 

university and imagined futures represents an area of significant further research. On one hand, it is 

possible to see the above comments about the relative value of qualifications as sensible, rational 

decisions about time, costs, and strategies towards employment. On the other, this represents an 

alternate interpretation of the accumulative value of qualifications. Rather than just representing a 

ladder that one climbs to get closer to aspirations, here they may also represent a series of safety 

nets or routes into alternate plans. 

Sources of understanding: Family  
The importance of family  

Perhaps not surprisingly, family proved to be a very important influence in the decision-making 

process to attend university. What was surprising was the fact that students were influenced not 

only by positive encouragement from parents and other family members, but also by ‘cautionary 

examples’ of older siblings or other family members who were perceived to have made 

unfavourable life choices after school – or for whom ultimately university was an expensive and 

unproductive experience.  It was also surprising to find that university was not a point of discussion 
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within some families: some students were even unsure about whether or not their parents had 

attended university, let alone parents discussing with students the likelihood of their own university 

attendance.  

Some discussions highlighted the encouragement provided to individuals from family members to 

aspire to university; although sometimes this also came with added pressure to succeed and, 

ultimately, to provide financial support for family members. There was also the pressure to live up to 

family expectations, if brothers and sisters had already attended university: 

Fac: What about family pressures?  Do you think some people…?   

Mark: Some people do it because of family because the family is probably poor, they could 

probably do it for their family. 

Fac: So like, so to help their whole family you mean? 

Mark: Yes. Or they’re like forced into it by their family. 

Fiona: That’s what my Nan says as well. My Nan tells me I have no choice, I have to go so… 

Because no-one else in my family has and she wants me to achieve higher… 

Mark: You get sort of like, it’s kind of like pressure, like if your brothers and sisters have been 

to university the parents may pressure you too to go to university. 

Alternately, financial constraints were also identified as a reason why students might be encouraged 

not to attend university by family members. The expectation that individuals would get involved in 

family businesses also emerged as an issue: 

Fac: Do you think some people have family pressures not to go to university? 

Craig: Yes. And mostly it might be a strain on money and stuff. 

Fac: So if we think about why people don’t go to university what do you think the main things 

would be? 

Craig: Too much money…if they’re like poor they might want like, they might want like their 

child to get money as soon as possible. So they’ll have money so, yes. Like I know this guy, 

he’s a friend of mine, I won’t say his name but his Dad, he has a business and his Dad wants 

him to take over the business as soon as he gets out of school. 

Fac: So there might be a family business and there’s an expectation that you’re going to go 

and take it over the family business?   

Craig: Yes.  My Mum thought that, that’s why she didn’t go.  My Dad went but my Mum 

didn’t. My Mum didn’t go to university until a few years ago because she moved from her 

home town when she was 17 and then like she had my brother when she was 20 and then 

she just didn’t have time to do it until now. So she had to wait a bit to get what she wanted. 

There were also family examples of ‘self-made’ individuals who had succeeded socially or 

economically without attending university, and this was therefore a viable option for some students 

when imagining their futures: 
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Fiona: But you doesn’t always have to go to university.  Because like my Grandad didn’t go to 

university and like he runs a business and everything.  And obviously like all my Mum’s side of 

the family which is like my Grandad and everyone haven’t gone to university and my Dad’s 

side have.  And so it’s like, it depends… it depends how you do your life really. 

Fac: Yes.  Do you think most people think like that though; do you think most people think 

well if I don’t go to university I’ll never be able to achieve anything? 

Mark: I think some people think that, but not all people, because my Granddad just didn’t 

want to go but then he just started this business from scratch and everything. 

Cost, class, and the commodification of university education  

In connection with the family discussions above, the principal concerns for most students thinking 

about going to university were: a) rising costs; b) the ability to meet these costs; c) the cost-benefit 

of attending university; and d) the implications that this has for the ‘kinds of people’ who they 

imagined attending university. While not all students were fully aware of the costs involved in going 

to university, they were able to articulate discourse surrounding debt and the relative value of a 

university degree in terms of future employment and financial gain. This overshadowed all 

discussions of the academic, intellectual or social value of attending university. By extraction, 

discussions of the high cost of Higher Education also revealed students’ perceptions of university as 

a place of privilege: rather than being a place for ‘posh’ people only, for them university is now 

mainly a place that only ‘posh’ people can afford.  

Cost and commodification  

Firstly, most students were confident that university was an expensive and financially risky choice for 

the future, even if they were not completely sure of exact costs. In this exchange from one of the 

focus groups, students discussed the common themes of high fees and long-term debt (very few, if 

any, were aware of the variable nature of fees). It is interesting to note that some students draw on 

their own parents’ experiences of paying back university debts (i.e. parents who attended university 

post-1998). The students here also make reference to the imagined risks involved with taking on 

financial debt. Other students raised similar issues to do with the costs, debts and potential 

economic rewards of going to university. Many of the students across the cohort associated 

attending university with professions such as law, medicine and teaching, and made associations 

with the relative financial gains that these kinds of jobs might bring. At the same time, however, 

these particular students in the focus groups were aware that the chances for full-time employment 

post-university are not as secure as perhaps they used to be:   

Amy: Um, I heard a bit of it like when they were changing like the boundaries and stuff for 

sixth forms and for our age, I heard like on the news like that universities are like… like 

something a couple of years ago they said like um that it’s harder, like about the debts and 

stuff and they were talking about debts and like how it is for people at university and like 

how long they have to pay for it and how like percentage it’s gone up and stuff. 

Claire: You’ll end up spending the majority of the money from the better job to pay back the 

debt.  So I don’t think you’ll… so your actual life won’t be benefitting.  Like if you went to 

college you’d just get the… you could just get the same amount of money to spend on 

everyday things, whereas if you went to university and got a better job you’d be paying it 

back all the times, so you’d just have the same amount of money. 
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Amy: Yes … like whereas at university all these people, like the sixth formers and the college, 

like if say they went for like a four year course at university whilst they’re all there these 

people will be getting jobs and then when they come back there will be all new people want 

to get jobs as well as them.  So they’ll already be the people that they left behind at sixth 

form and college having a job and then there’ll be the new set of sixth formers and colleges 

that need jobs as well, as well as them. 

There is a clear sense here of the heightened risk of attending university both in terms of cost and in 

terms of the potential negative impact of going to university on one’s employment prospects. For 

these students, employability was more readily measured in terms of work experience, rather than 

in skills or competencies that one might develop in Higher Education. This is perhaps not surprising, 

given that throughout our discussions students discussed university in general as a gateway to future 

employment but were unsure about what it is exactly that takes place while one is at university. In 

this regard, then, university was actually perceived as a barrier to employment, rather than a 

facilitator of broader job opportunities. In this sense it also represents negative progress towards 

some of the transition points into adulthood described above, such as financial independence.  

Class 

Discussing these concerns about the relative financial risks and rewards of attending university also 

led to conversations among students about what a financial commitment to Higher Education 

signifies in social terms. The conversation below began with a discussion of the more commonly 

recognised barrier of academic competition and its implicit association with class. The students 

imagine themselves as ‘scraping it’ in order to get into university, while ‘posh’ people have the 

financial, social and cultural capital to make this process much easier. It is revealing to note that the 

ability to pay for university is associated with being ‘posh’: university is not the exclusive cultural 

domain of ‘posh’ people, but students assume that one must be economically advantaged (an 

implicit quality of being ‘posh’) if one can afford to attend university. These students hold this belief 

even though they are aware that some students may get into debt to attend, including their own 

family members: 

Lisa: Because it’s so hard to get into, they all might be cleverer than you.  Like even though 

you did get in, you might have only just scraped it, so you might just feel like you’re not as 

clever as them and they might put you down… like posh people like they all have like… you 

usually see movies like all their dads like get them into all these places because they all got 

money and stuff.  It’s like all these people like have so much money and then you’re just like...  

Fac: So do you think that’s the idea that you had when you think about university, that most 

people there are quite posh? 

Lisa: Yes, and they have money because they’re going to university, so they must have a 

certain amount of money. 

It was also interesting to note these students’ perspectives both on the likelihood of their attending 

university, and on how the imagined social fabric of university might change, if university was free. 

Despite originally stating his aversion to university (“I just think like most sort of people want to be 

teachers and all that go to university and doctors and all that.  I don’t want to be one of them”), 

Mark changes his opinion on university when presented with the option to go for free. Mark also 

suggests that the perceived risk of social exclusion when surrounded by ‘posh’ people at university 

would be reduced if university was free, and therefore more eclectic in its make-up: 
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Fac: So imagine… so maybe let’s think about that as an alternate reality if you like.  Imagine 

if you’re at this point here and let’s imagine money, the cost of university is like a hurdle 

almost in this line.  If someone were to take that hurdle away do you think that would sort of 

change how you look at this timeline, or not? 

Mark: Yes, I’d probably go. 

Fiona: Yes, I’d probably go if it was for free. 

Mark: Because you get just better grades and all that.   

Fiona: Yes, and like if you get a job like one of those good jobs then you’re like pretty much 

set for a lot, like a long time.  So I’d probably go if it was free. 

Mark: Yes, I’d probably go if it was free because you know, it’s better than… like also like 

there’d be a lot more different people there if sort of… if it was free because all like the posh 

people sort of if you had to pay it would be all posh people there, but if you didn’t then 

there’s be a complete mixture of people there. 

The discussions here clearly show how students’ sources of understanding about university and 

other imaginings of the future are in many cases derived from multiple sources. Here students are 

articulating ideas about class, and proxies for class, in relation to ideas about university learned from 

popular discourse and the mass media. These are in-turn used to make sense of, or justify, particular 

imagined future narratives in relation to the ‘kinds of people’ that make up students’ families.  

Whatever the source of the idea, the privileging of the economic over the cultural in students’ 

imaginings of university as ‘posh’ suggests a particular interpretation of the value and nature of the 

university experience – and in many cases, this is an experience that students feel is distant to their 

own backgrounds and imagined future life stories.   

 

Sources of understanding: Students’ own reflections 
‘Dream Big’: Education, cultural capital and aspirations   

We have already discussed how contemporary political discourse identifies a ‘poverty of aspirations’ 

among disadvantaged students as a principal barrier to improved aspirations and educational 

outcomes. Among the Year 9 students interviewed, there was little evidence of limited long-term 

aspirations or a lack of imagination when it came to thinking about future trajectories. One student 

wanted to be a farmer, while his fellow interviewee wanted to be a photographer. Another female 

student wanted to be an actor or a drama teacher, another a civil engineer and one female student 

wanted to open her own beauty salon. One female student was certain that she would become a 

forensic scientist, and another a lawyer, while another male student had firm aspirations to become 

a pilot. In most of these cases, students were able to see how university would fit into their 

trajectories towards these imagined futures. Some were more aware of the necessity of university as 

a part of the process of achieving these aspirations (notably, the future lawyer and the future civil 

engineer), while others (particularly the future farmer) were much less sure about the value of 

Higher Education in their projected future.  This was indicative of the association made by students 

between university and traditional professions, such as law, medicine, and (to a lesser extent) 

teaching. As Mark suggested during one interview, “I just think like most sort of people want to be 

teachers and all that go to university and doctors and all that.  I don’t want to be one of them”. In 

addition to projected educational trajectories, students also highlighted other important aspects of 
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their transitions to adulthood, such as living independently, getting a driving licence and a car, 

developing romantic relationships, and having financial independence or security.  

Students were sometimes limited, however, in their ability to imagine the means, educational or 

otherwise, by which these aspirations would be achieved. Tracing back through these trajectories 

from 20 revealed considerable gaps in their knowledge and understanding about how one imagined 

phase of future life connected with the next. This was particularly the case when thinking about 

learning trajectories. Even students with very clear and ambitious aspirations demonstrated marked 

gaps in knowledge in terms of how they would progress from one stage in their learning trajectories 

to the next, and how they might play an active role in this process, in order to turn their imagined 

futures into reality.  

One such student was Jack, whose imagined future is outlined in the trajectory above.  The 

poignancy of his account justifies the length of the quotation that we draw on here. 

Jack had a clear sense of what he wanted to do with his career: he wanted to be a pilot. This 

ambition was established to the extent that he had built a flight simulator at home with his father, 

and was conversant about the application and recruitment processes for the RAF and for large 

aviation companies such as BA. To begin with, he seemed very confident about how he would 

actualise this distant future self:  

Jack: So I’ve got a flight simulator starting off the career. 

Fac: so this was the thing that you got with your dad? 

Jack: Yes, built with my dad.  Air cadets which I’ll soon be joining.  Um, GCSE’s um try and get through 

that.  Work experience next year. .. Um, so I’ll just be chilling out with um people like looking at what 

they’ll be doing, maybe go into Chinooks and stuff…And then at 17, you know, the training 

commences for the RAF. 

Figure 4 Jack's projected trajectory 
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Fac: And so that would be something… do you think you see that as something you’re doing 

alongside A levels or something like that? 

Jack:  Yes, yes, probably A levels, yes, probably alongside.  And then yes, I really want to get a car… 

Fac: …so do you think that RAF training that would be something kind of weekends and that kind of 

stuff, after school? 

Jack: I’m not sure because I think I might… I’m thinking of like kind of twisting these two [points to 

university and A-Levels on his trajectory], so I might go to university, like do the A levels and 

university, and then the RAF training.  So I think I’m going to switch these two. 

Fac: …  Brilliant, okay.  So in that case we’ve got A levels here round about 17, you’ve got your car.   

Okay, so … finished your A levels, and then what happens? 

Jack: Um, university. 

Fac: Okay, and that’s straight in do you think? 

Jack: Yes, straight in.  I don’t want to forget anything, I’m just going to go through it. Yes, just go 

through all of this, go through university, get the qualifications or degrees and stuff and then um 

training, commence training for the RAF.   

Jack certainly did not suffer from a ‘poverty’ of aspirations: on the contrary, he was explicit in 

highlighting the way in which his parents had always encouraged him to ‘dream big’: 

Jack: Well mum wants me to succeed in something big, so she’s like, you know, do you know, dream 

big, think big and go for it.  And I was just thinking pilot.  I’ve always, I don’t know, it’s just pilot all 

the way. 

Fac: do you think that’s how you think about all this stuff, is trying to think well I can do whatever I 

want I’ve just got to try for it… 

Jack: Well if you have the potential to do great then, you know…it’s probably like you know, you can 

do anything if you put your mind to it.  So yes, so if you want to become a doctor, stay on that road, if 

you want become an engineer, stay on the road.  I mean you see those people that are like, oh I think 

I’ll just become a, you know, truck driver or bin man, you know, you’ve got more potential, you could 

have, you know, got a better job you know, because it’s going to affect the way you live, because the 

money is, you know, the economy is what makes the world go round, you know.  You need to earn 

money in order to have a good life because if you don’t then, you know, you’ll be pretty in debt.  And 

then all this.  And so I guess dream big, it’s the idea of, you know, just trying to get there, trying to 

get, you know, everything sorted.   

Jack’s final comments here also speak to the ways in which rational-choice discourse about the 

financial and economic implications of ‘dreaming big’ are tied into broader ‘dreams’ of self-

actualisation or realising potential. However, further discussion revealed that there were significant 

gaps in Jack’s understanding of the role that more pressing milestones in his learning trajectory 

might play in becoming a pilot (‘trying to get everything sorted’). In reality, both A-Levels and 

university were very vaguely defined aspects ‘dreaming big’ for the future: 

Fac: At the end of GCSEs, and then you were thinking of starting A levels here straight away 

afterwards, and what kinds of A level do you think you’ll be doing? 
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Jack: I’m not sure, what do you do.  That’s where it gets confusing. 

Fac: So there’s a bit of a grey area on that… 

Jack: Yes, because I mean my parents haven’t really told me about the process of what you do next, 

so after GCSEs what do you do after that, what do you do, you know.  So I’m not sure what you do 

after… so A levels but I’m not sure what you take.  I think do you take a specific subject? 

Fac: Yes. 

Jack: Okay, so I’ll probably do science again… So what do you do at university, do you go more in 

depth in that? 

Given the commitment that Jack showed for his future as a pilot, it was surprising that he should not 

understand either the substantive focus of A-Levels and university, or the link between these 

different parts of his projected learning trajectory. This should be placed in the context of his 

position in the learning trajectory, at the end of Year 9: it would be perfectly understandable for a 

young person in this age-range not to have a clear picture of what the future might hold, 

educationally or otherwise. What is interesting here is that Jack does have very explicit and clear 

ideas about certain aspects of his future; but crucially, these are not the aspects that are most 

immediately important in his realisation of his imagined future self. 

Media representations of Higher Education 

Perceptions of university among the students interviewed were deeply influenced by 

representations and ideas derived from media consumption, particularly from US-based films and TV 

dramas. The impact of media consumption on perceptions of Higher Education far outweighed any 

other source of information, and was considered among the students to be much more important 

than teachers or school discourse in shaping their ideas about attending university. 

The following focus group discussion provides some examples of the kinds of media consumption 

popular in shaping students’ perceptions of university: 

Fac: So why do you, how do you know that it’s like school, where do you think you’ve got that 

information from? 

F: I got it off films. 

M: American Pie. 

M: House.  

Fac: So American Pie movies are important.   

M: Pitch Perfect. 

Fac: Pitch Perfect?  Is that about an American university or…? 

M: Yes probably. 

F: Yes it’s like about like the college or, what is it, college or university. 

F: I’m not sure, I think it’s probably at college but. 

M: Yeah, and then it seems people really have fun, then they do all of these competitions and stuff. 



26 
 

The discussion above also reveals a common confusion in students’ descriptions of the media 

sources from which they derived imaginings of university. Among different media texts – ranging 

from the popular American Pie movie franchise, to Harry Potter, to American television programmes 

such as Beverly Hills, 90210 and Gossip Girl – students confused American definitions of ‘college’ (i.e. 

university) with the idea of 6th form college common in the UK. This led some students to confuse 

American high school with college (in the American sense of the term) and university, or to talk 

about all three as one and the same thing. Popular imaginings of university were derived from the 

ideal of the North American ‘college’ campus, with large undergraduate numbers and roaming 

grounds, rather than from first-hand experiences of universities in the UK.  

Figure 5 Representations of university (3) 

Other students confirmed these perceptions of university/college, with examples of popular media 

imaginings stretching to the application process as well: 

Fac: Where do we get these ideas [of university] from? 

Matthew: Films quite a lot.  And like news reports like they sometimes show clips of 

universities.  

Fac: And so what do you think, so if you imagine that say first two weeks or something, what 

kinds of things do you think you end up doing?  What do you actually do when you get to 

university? 

Jack: I don’t know.  Um, loads of sitting down listening to people.  I’ve always had this thing 

like just sitting down and then the professor something you know, just talking to you, a 

doctor or, you know, just talking to you about this and teaching you, and then… so  it’s that 

process of learning, yes.  And then...Yes, yes.  Like I’ve seen in movies and stuff, like 

Spiderman when he’s in the lecture hall, you know, just stuff like that. 
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While it is possible here to see that in many cases students derived positive imaginings of university 

from a range of media sources, their interpretation of media representations of university (and 

‘college’, and high school) did little to demystify the actual nature of the university experience. If 

anything, for many it seemed that university was made even more fantastical and distant by virtue 

of its existence, mainly, as a disparate array of ideas reimagined from American popular culture.   
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Chapter Four 

Discussion and Implications 
1. Key Findings 

A thread that runs through the presentation of the students’ anticipations of their futures is their 

lack of knowledge about university. This finding is not new: but one of the contributions of this study 

is to indicate where the greatest gaps in knowledge are and how they are impeding students’ 

navigation of the figured world of subject choice, applications and financial support that make up 

the pathway to Higher Education. 

Another contribution has been its attempt to place the learning trajectories and imagined futures of 

these young people within a broader analysis of the social practices within which these trajectories 

are configured. Students are navigating several figured worlds simultaneously – family, friendship, 

media, school – and unsurprisingly find that they are not always in alignment. We found no evidence 

that what school valued for them dominated over family, friends or the media. Indeed this may have 

been why these students were selected by the schools, so that they might get some glimpse of the 

route the school would like them to follow; certainly there were conversations with school staff 

about the criteria for selection which support this speculation. 

The study found that the students tended to envisage university as an extension of school in terms 

of examination pressure and constraints on their time. It may be that older school students would 

hold a different view if they begin to experience stronger engagement with subjects they like; but 

there was no evidence at all of students wishing to study a subject based purely on their enjoyment  

of it.  

Their view of Higher Education was instead instrumental and based on its economic value. There 

was no indication that these students lacked ambition, nor were their ambitions related to fantasies 

of celebrity. Their anticipations about their future trajectories were usually entirely rational, with 

evidence of intelligent cost-benefit analyses, albeit of an informal kind. 

Where there was a degree of fantasy was in the images of Higher Education gleaned from film and 

television. This was, for us, a new finding offering considerable food for thought. 

2. Implications 

In outlining the implications drawn from this study we are aware that most of the points will be 

familiar to professionals working in the field of widening participation. We hope that this report will 

also reach a wider audience and are therefore reiterating what is known in order to give as complete 

an overview as the data will allow. 

Demystifying the pathways to university 
While eliciting students’ anticipated trajectories, the study has recognised that these trajectories are 

created while students navigate the figured worlds of family, friends and school.  Furthermore, all 

three worlds or sets of practices will shape their trajectories. We also know that people move 

forward with confidence in familiar practices and are hesitant or even alienated when encountering 

unfamiliar ones. Consequently initiatives aimed at encouraging students, like those we met, to work 

towards Higher Education need to inform and impact on families as well as on students. At the same 
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time students may need to be helped to create wider social networks where academic work is 

valued, whether those networks be virtual or face to face. 

The informing should not be one way and should not attempt at wrenching young people from their 

family and friends. Rather it might be seen as long-term building of what one of us has called 

‘common knowledge’ (Edwards 2010, 2011, 2012)6. Common knowledge consists of what is valued 

by people who are working together on a problem and mediates their interaction as they accomplish 

a joint task. In this case the task is moving the student to the point where they might apply to 

university and the common knowledge will consist of what families, young people and the school 

see as valuable in promoting the long term well-being and social contribution of the young person. It 

will include views on future income, independence, family relations, examination success and so on 

and is built conversationally in relationships based on mutual respect. It therefore calls for strong 

and positive links between home and school during the secondary school phase. 

Within the context of these conversations it seems that there is work to be done on demystifying the 

pathways towards Higher Education for students such as those in the present study. We would 

emphasise that demystification is also important for their families. As we have already indicated, 

despite considerable social and cultural capital in several cases, students were unable to identify the 

means by which they would take the path to Higher Education, and their families were rarely able to 

help them.  

As so much of the work on widening participation has shown, demystifying university is not enough. 

Students need to start seeing themselves as potential university students from early on. We are 

suggesting that students in this category need additional help. Several of the students in this study 

could see the need for a university education, but lacked the personal and social resources to 

identify how to get there. Obviously the selection of subjects for GCSE in Year 9 is crucial, but so are 

conversations over the following two years in which students find out about what subjects can be 

taken at university – from history to physics and from electronic music to graphic design - and where 

they might be studied. 

Revealing the enjoyment in studying 
In addition to sustaining links with families, schools also have a role in shifting students’ perceptions 

of university. None of the students in the present study spoke enthusiastically about school, and 

many revealed a strong desire to escape from the constraints and pressures of exam-focused 

curricula. There was also no sense that these students were enraptured by any school subject, 

though that might be an unfair expectation of Year 9 students.  

We were given these groups to work within each school because their teachers thought they would 

benefit from conversations with people who might open their eyes to the benefits of university. 

School staff were therefore hoping that these students might acquire a desire to study further after 

leaving school. The students, however, had not gathered any sense from their schools, or elsewhere, 

that Higher Education was a place where study was enjoyable as well as demanding.  

Our additional interviews with school staff did indicate to us how challenging it can be to cope 

effectively with the education ‘audit culture’ of tests, league tables, Ofsted gradings and so on.  

                                                           
6 Edwards, A. (2010) Being an expert professional practitioner: the relational turn in expertise. Dordrecht, Springer.   

Edwards, A. (2011) Building Common Knowledge at Boundaries between Professional  Practices, International Journal of 
Educational Research, (50) 33-39. 
Edwards, A. (2012) The Role of Common Knowledge in Achieving Collaboration across Practices. Learning, Culture and 
Social Interaction. 1(1) 22-32. 
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Nonetheless, we do suggest, maybe as a small experiment, that teachers working with years 9-11 

inject images of university life as fun and study there as demanding but achievable and also 

enjoyable. Using, as some already do, alumni who have enjoyed Higher Education can also help 

overcome the ‘not for me’ syndrome we observed. 

The commodification of Higher Education 
The study also revealed the extent to which students had seen a university degree as a commodity 

and were weighing up its value in relation to their personal ambitions and family expectations. As we 

have already indicated this view is how Higher Education is presented in policy, despite evidence 

that the cost-benefit ratio is not always in the best direction, particularly when students follow low 

status courses.  

The students were all unaware of the actual costs of university education and in particular the 

bursaries and other packages aimed at reducing the financial impact on families. Families would, of 

course be aware that policy changes may increase the costs, nonetheless there may be work to be 

done across all universities in clarifying the actual position. It was striking that some students 

regarded a university degree as simply a way of compensating for poorer grades achieved while at 

school and only then worth the expense.  

The role of media in creating images of Higher Education 
As we have already indicated the students often had a narrow view of what a university degree 

might offer and the employment it might lead to. They anticipated that it would be an extension of 

school in terms of work and deadlines, they felt that it was not for them, but for ‘posh’ people and 

they would not fit in. They therefore had little sense of the social networks, friendships and leisure 

activities that university life can afford. For many of them, images of social life were drawn from US 

sitcoms and films where it was centred on the high school or campus café.  

There may also be work to be done on emphasising the sporting and wider cultural aspects of 

university life and the friendships that arise, as part of the process of demystification already 

suggested. 

3. Future Research 

Creating ‘third spaces’ as bridges  

The students we met did not lack ambition, but many found it difficult to imagine themselves in 

university, or to find a pathway towards university entry. We suggest that these phenomena are 

both strongly rooted in these young people’s emotions and senses of identity, leading them to 

create pathways that direct them away from university entry. Consequently we think that there may 

be some mileage in considering how an approach to widening participation might deal with the 

affective aspects of choice as well as preparing students for examination success. 

The model we would propose has been developed by Kris Gutierrez, a recent education advisor to 

President Obama and a member of the research community from which the present study arose. 

Professor Gutierrez has, over the last two decades, developed the idea of a third space as a bridge 

between the practices of school and the other practices inhabited by students from relatively 

deprived backgrounds.   

Students and experts work together in these ‘spaces’ to help students envisage and prepare 

themselves for successful engagement with the practices of school or university. We suggest that it 

might be worthwhile to pursue this idea by creating pilot third space activities with students from 
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Year 9 onwards.  There they might learn to envisage themselves at university, create the common 

knowledge needed to link the aims and values of home and school and be helped to use that 

knowledge to navigate their way through the figured worlds of school choices and university entry. 

The outcome, we suggest, is likely to be that they recognise that university might be for them. 

We would also suggest expanding Gutierrez’ concept to more centrally involve the families of the 

young people who are targeted, so that the common knowledge is built directly between home and 

school in ways that are mutually respectful. This common knowledge could demystify for families 

the routes to Higher Education, enabling them to help students recognise opportunities and 

reinforce the work of the school. At the same time a greater understanding of what matters for 

students’ families will help schools in working with the curriculum in classrooms. 

Work in third spaces of this kind also have implications for schools, including some adjustments to 

how the target students are supported and advised in schools and how schools work with their 

families, helping to align intentions for the future lives of the students. 

One particular vehicle for creating these kinds of ‘third spaces’ may the Oxford Education Deanery. 

The present study suggests that there is a need to develop better links between the University and 

local schools. As part of the University’s wider engagement agenda, Oxford University Department of 

Education (OUDE) is building upon existing relationships with local schools and the City of Oxford to 

develop a robust multi-layered platform with a strong governance structure: the ‘Education 

Deanery’.  The structure will enable close collaborations between, for example: OUDE and schools; 

Oxford University student volunteers and learning /mentoring schemes in schools; the wider 

university and city schools; and other philanthropic networks. These and other initiatives have, until 

recently, been working independently of each other to raise and sustain aspirations among children 

in the more disadvantaged areas of the city by supporting pupils as learners and their schools as 

learning communities.  Bringing together these different systems into one nested and tightly linked 

collaboration that is focused on common goals, is a highly innovative scheme. It also intends to 

develop itself as a model for other university-based local collaborations aimed at changing learning 

environments in order to raise and sustain the aspirations of more disadvantaged pupils.
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Appendix: A Brief Summary of Themes in the Literature 

 

Across different bodies of academic research on aspiration and Higher Education there are a number 

of key themes worthy of consideration and references to the points made here are to be found in 

the attached bibliography. Perhaps not surprisingly, class remains a central and contested issue 

when considering access to Higher Education and perceptions of university among secondary school 

students in the UK. Some of the research focuses explicitly on the economic factors influencing 

aspirations and perceptions of university among students. For students from economically 

disadvantaged backgrounds, an increasingly expensive system of Higher Education may simply not 

be a financially viable option. But straightforward cost-benefit analyses of aspirations to Higher 

Education may also require a deeper understanding of the social context in which these decisions 

are made. As we have already seen, class and socio-economic background are closely tied to 

educational achievement, and this may also serve as a barrier not only to lived experiences of access 

but also to perceptions of access to university. Some of the literature examines why students from 

certain socio-economic backgrounds may not perform as well within the systems of assessment that 

underpin secondary education in the UK and, subsequently, how this impacts of ideas about 

university. Students from working-class backgrounds may, for example, have the same aspirations to 

university as middle-class students; they may differ, however, in terms of how they imagine their 

chances of achieving this aspiration, and in what they know about how to make this particular 

imagined future a reality. Other academics have focused on why it is that students from particular 

socio-economic backgrounds may assume that they will do well in exams at secondary school and 

that the logical outcome of this examination success is to attend university. This phenomenon 

connects with what the social theorist Pierre Bourdieu terms cultural capital – the resources that 

people have, in part by virtue of their social and cultural background, which they can employ to take 

forward their intentions.  

Risk is another important and connected factor influencing perceptions of university. University may 

represent a financial risk, because it involves significant investment but offers increasingly uncertain 

financial rewards or returns. Students and their families may be compelled to focus on this risk when 

perceiving university not only because there is a practical reality of more expensive tuition fees, but 

also because university has been presented to them in government and popular discourse as a 

financial choice in the first instance. Some of the academic literature considers how neo-liberal 

political discourse equates university education primarily with increased capital and with social 

mobility through increased wealth, while the social or intellectual value of a university education is 

underplayed. If university is perceived as having value primarily in an economic sense, then it is 

perhaps not surprising that perceptions of higher education may become less favourable for some 

when the financial rewards of university seem every day more risky and uncertain. 

Some of the academic literature explores the broader social dimensions of risk. For a student from a 

family in which experiences of university may be rare, and may not be afforded a high social value, 

there is a risk of social exclusion for choosing a future trajectory which is different from the rest of 

the family. The perceptions and aspirations of a student’s peer groups may also be influential in a 

similar way. Issues of geographic mobility also emerge in the literature in connection with these 

factors – for some, it is simply not conceivable that they would be able to move out of the social or 

economic support network of their extended family. There may also be the risk of high expectations 

and failure: if a student is from a family where university is highly valued, but no previous members 

of the family have had the opportunity to attend university, they may feel an intense pressure to 
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succeed. This may lead to negative perceptions of university as associated with stress and potential 

failure – not least because of the higher economic costs now incurred by students and their families. 

Similarly, for students with families where most members attend university, and where most of their 

friends will enter Higher Education, there is as assumption that choosing an alternate path will incur 

significant social sanction. Finally,  for some there may be a risk of doubled social exclusion – social 

exclusion not only from one’s family and friends, but also the potential or imagined social exclusion 

that may take place when a student enters the unfamiliar social world of Higher Education.  

Other social factors, such as gender, ethnicity and cultural background will also significantly 

influence student perceptions of university. Since the 1970s the UK has seen marked changes in the 

gender balance of students attending university, with female applicants to undergraduate courses 

now outstripping their male counterparts by a significant proportion.7 On one level this reflects 

changed achievement and attainment at the secondary level, where on average female students 

also out-perform male students; but there are also intersections between gender and class in 

aspirations for Higher Education. For some male secondary students, the idea of further study may 

seem an effeminised future trajectory that has less value socially or economically within their social 

worlds than other more ‘masculine’, ‘practical’, vocational options. For some female students, 

university may still remain an option that is not open to them because of social or family pressures. 

Just as with class and gender, so in the case of cultural background, family clearly has a profound 

role to play in socialising young people into certain perceptions about the value and importance of 

going to university. Students from Chinese or Indian backgrounds, for example, may find that higher 

education is afforded a high social value within their households. However, there may be further 

restrictions on what kind of university experience is considered valuable, with parents pushing for 

avenues of study that promise economic rewards, such as law, business, finance, or medicine (as 

reflected in British Council and ONS data on choice of university course by ethnicity). It is, of course, 

difficult to generalise across any broad social or cultural group, and there is a strong argument, 

therefore, that broader social and cultural factors must be considered in analyses of individual 

experiences if we are to better understand the how students frame their learning trajectories and 

their imaginings of the future.  

Another reason for attention to the practices inhabited by these young people is how these social 

factors translate into how students navigate (or fail to navigate) the application process to 

university. In some cases there is a strong argument that while students have the academic and 

intellectual capacity to be accepted to university and the imagination to picture themselves there, 

they lack the support networks and information needed to make the leap from thinking about 

Higher Education, to effectively engaging in the logistics of securing a university place.  

These multiple social factors come into play as students continue to develop a sense of individual 

and socially anchored identity over the course of their learning trajectories through secondary 

school. Whether or not students project a future sense of self that involves aspirations to Higher 

Education will depend to a large extent on factors including a) imaginings of the self, b) the way that 

ideas about university are co-constructed relationally, mainly with family members, and c) the 

extent to which students can navigate the practices associated with university (firstly, the political 

and practical processes of application and gaining access; and secondly, developing and using the 

cultural capital to do well, intellectually and socially, in a university context).   

These various themes are explored by the authors indicated in the bibliography.  

                                                           
7 see, for example, Gender Gap in University Applications Widens 

http://www.theguardian.com/education/2012/dec/13/gender-gap-university-applications-widens  

http://citifoundationimaginedfutures.wordpress.com/selected-bibliography/
http://www.theguardian.com/education/2012/dec/13/gender-gap-university-applications-widens

