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Abstract 

The study illuminates the influence of social networks on the HE decision-making process of white 

working-class boys. The impact of gender, race and social class social characteristics on white 

working-class boys HE decision-making is assessed. In addition, how white working-class boys define 

and discuss the membership of their social network, together with the phenomenon of social 

network influence on white working-class boys’ decision-making about HE at Key Stage 4. 

The expansive literature review explores the problem that white working-class boys are seriously 

under-represented in HE and examines widening participation government policy, factors 

influencing the under-representation of boys in HE and the influences on the decision-making 

process for HE participation. The literature review concluded the strong impact of social 

characteristics and social relations on influencing white working-class boys to aspire to HE.  

The unique interpretive study is illuminated through a case study approach, which uses qualitative 

structured interviews with nine boys and their social network as a way of revealing the boys’ HE 

decision-making phenomenon. Interpretive analysis highlights the influence of social network and 

the boys’ perspectives specifically identified the processes of ‘talk’, ‘behaviour’, and ‘experience’. 

Analysis of social network data exposed their influence of talk, aspiration raising, and support for 

agency.  

The findings suggest that access to social capital resources pervades the ability of the social network 

to influence boys’ HE decision-making process. Mothers have a powerful and positive influence on 

their son’s aspirations for HE, but mothers with limited access to social networks with HE experience 

were limited in their ability to influence. Teachers all possess experience of HE, and those teachers 

who are prepared to share their social capital resources provide another valuable influence on boys’ 

HE decision-making process.  

The study concludes that the government policy for increasing white working-class boys’ HE 

participation must include provision for supporting mothers with raising and vitally enabling their 

son’s aspirations for HE. In addition, schools have a critical role to play on educating social networks 

and boys on the importance of developing and utilising social capital in order to ‘get ahead’. 

Furthermore, schools in disadvantaged areas already have experience, as a result of participating in 

‘Aimhigher’ (2004-2011) provision, of using cultural and social capital to support disadvantaged boys 

with their HE decision-making process. Schools knowledge of HE and networks could be further 

utilised to support their white-working class boys with their HE decision-making process.  
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Glossary of Terms 

Words in the thesis immediately followed by a ‘*’ are included in this glossary. 

Acronym Full meaning Explanation of term 

Aimhigher Aimhigher Aimhigher is an initiative by the former Department for 
Education and Skills (DfES), now the Department for 
Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS), working with 
the Higher Education Funding Council for England 
(HEFCE). 

Aimhigher was created in 2004 through the integration 
of two earlier initiatives, Partnerships for Progression 
(P4P) and Excellence Challenge, bringing together a wide 
range of partners, including universities, colleges, 
schools, training providers and the Connexions service. 
Aimhigher closed in July 2011.  

API Age Participation Index  The Age Participation Index (API) takes young entrants 
to full-time undergraduate courses aged under 21 (on 31 
December) from a single academic 
year of student records. 

CAT Cognitive Ability Test A cognitive ability test is designed to measure either 
your general intelligence or your mental aptitude in a 
particular area. 

English 
Baccalaureate 

English Baccalaureate The English Baccalaureate was introduced as a 
performance measure in the 2010 performance tables. It 
is not a qualification in itself. The measure recognises 
where pupils have secured a C grade or better across a 
core of academic subjects – English, mathematics, 
history or geography, the sciences and a language. 

Family 
Learning 
Centre 

Family Learning Centre Family learning classes give parents and carers the 
opportunity to find out how things are taught in their 
own child's school, as well as a chance to share ideas 
with other parents and develop their own skills. 

FSM Free School Meals  In England, children are eligible to receive free school 
meals (FSM) if their parents are in receipt of certain 
benefits. 

Gifted and 
Talented 

Gifted and Talented Gifted and Talented is a phrase used to describe high 
ability children. The gifted are those with high ability in 
one or more academic subjects. 

HEIPR Higher Education Initial 
Participation Rate 

The HE Initial Participation Rate (HEIPR) is a measure of 
participation based on entrants aged 17-30 to a 
particular academic year. 

HRP Household Reference 
Person 

The person with the highest personal income is chosen 
as the household's reference person. 

IAG Information Advice and Provision provided to support students with post-16 
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Guidance progression to work, education or training. 

KS2 Key Stage 2 Key Stage 2 is the legal term for the four years of 
schooling in maintained schools in England and Wales 
normally known as Year 3. 

KS4 Key Stage 4 Key Stage 4 is the legal term for the two years of school 
education which incorporate GCSEs, and other exams. 

Level 3 Level 3 Level 3 qualifications recognise the ability to gain, and 
where relevant apply a range of knowledge, skills and 
understanding. Learning at this level involves obtaining 
detailed knowledge and skills. It is appropriate for 
people wishing to go to university, people working 
independently, or in some areas supervising and training 
others in their field of work. 

Level 7 Level 7 Level 7 qualifications recognise highly developed and 
complex levels of knowledge which enable the 
development of in-depth and original responses to 
complicated and unpredictable problems and situations. 
Learning at this level involves the demonstration of high 
level specialist professional knowledge and is 
appropriate for senior professionals and managers. Level 
7 qualifications are at a level equivalent to Master's 
degrees, postgraduate certificates and postgraduate 
diplomas. 

Millennium 
Cohort Study 

Millennium Cohort 
Study 

The MCS follows the lives of a sample of nearly 19,000 
babies born between 1 September 2000 and 31 August 
2001 in England and Wales, and between 22 November 
2000 and 11 January 2002 in Scotland and Northern 
Ireland. Information has been collected from parents 
when the children were aged nine months and at 
around three years of age. The sample design allowed 
for disproportionate representation of families living in 
areas of child poverty, in the smaller countries of the UK 
and in areas with high ethnic minority populations in 
England. 

NEET Not in Employment, 
Education or Training 

A NEET or neet is a young person who is not 
in education, employment, or training. 

NPD National Pupil Database Tracks a pupil's progress through schools and colleges in 
the state sector, using pupil census and exam 
information. 

NS-SEC National Statistics 
Socio-Economic 
Classification 

The National Statistics Socio-economic 
Classification (often abbreviated to NS-SEC) is the 
primary social classification in the United Kingdom. 

NUT National Union of 
Teachers  

The National Union of Teachers (NUT) is a trade 
union for school teachers in England. 
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POLAR Participation of Local 
Areas  

POLAR (Participation of Local Areas) is a classification of 
small areas across the UK. We publish it as a series of 
maps and data sets, showing the participation of young 
people in higher education. 

SES Socio-economic status Socioeconomic status (SES) is an economic and 
sociological combined total measure of a person's work 
experience and of an individual's or family’s economic 
and social position in relation to others 

SEG Socio-Economic Group 
classifications 

The National Statistics Socio-economic 
Classification (often abbreviated to NS-SEC) is the 
primary social classification in the United Kingdom. 

Statemented Statemented To have been provided with a Statement of Educational 
Needs. 

SureStart  SureStart Children’s 
Centre 

The aim of “giving children the best start in life” through 
improvement of childcare, early education, health and 
family support, with an emphasis on outreach and 
community development.  

Youth Cohort 
Studies 

Youth Cohort Studies A series of longitudinal surveys that contacts a sample of 
an academic year-group or "cohort" of young people in 
the spring following completion of education and usually 
annually until they are aged 19 or 20. The survey looks 
at young people's education and labour market 
experience, their training and qualifications and a wide 
range of other issues, including socio-demographic 
variables. 

Understanding 
Society 

Understanding Society Understanding Society is a unique and valuable 
academic study that captures important information 
every year about the social and economic circumstances 
and attitudes of people living in 40,000 UK households. 
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1.0 Chapter One - Introduction 
 

“…the failure of boys and in particular white working-class boys is one of the most disturbing 

problems we face within the whole education system”…“the fact is that our most 

disadvantaged children especially boys, remain disadvantaged at the end of their schooling. 

Why? The honest answer is that nobody knows and it becomes increasingly important that 

we find out.”       

(Woodhead, 15 March 1996, Times Education Supplement). 

1.1 Setting the context 
 
The under-representation of white working-class boys in Higher Education (HE) was first discussed in 

earnest in the mid 1990s after the GCSE gender gap, which demonstrated the outperformance of 

boys by girls, showed clear signs of being a trend. Between the mid 1990s and 2013 very little in the 

way of government policy has been introduced to specifically support disadvantaged white working 

boys, despite concerns raised by prominent educational figures including Chris Woodhead. A 

number of government agencies and a plethora of government reports have discussed increasing 

widening participation from under-represented groups, however, there has been very little 

acknowledgement or focus on white working-class boys’ participation in HE despite statistics 

showing that a clear problem exists with this particular group.  Currently, the problem of under-

representation of white working-class boys still remains but has finally been acknowledged by the 

Universities minister, who points out that: 

 

“the culmination of a decades-old trend in our education system which seems to make it 

harder for [white working-class] boys and men to face down obstacles in the way of 

learning…That is a challenge for all policymakers and parties.” 

 

(David Willetts, 3 January 2013, The Independent) 

 

In addition to non-existent government policy recommendations to support HE participation of 

white working boys, there has been very little empirical research about their HE decision-making. 

Saying the underachievement of white working-class boys is lower than other groups, does not 

provide the answer or strategy to fix it (Dyson, 2008). 

This study was therefore conceived in order to provide some much needed empirical evidence to 

illuminate the phenomenon of white working-class boys’ HE decision-making process, which could 
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ultimately be used as a starting base for the development of government policy and to provide 

recommendations for future research.  

 
After producing a literature review surrounding the problem of white working-class boys HE 

participation (see Chapter 2), the study focused on the role of social networks in influencing white 

working-class boys’ HE decision-making. As argued by Fuller et al (2011, p.2) “it is in fact impossible 

to fully understand educational decision-making without also seeking to understand the extent to 

which decision-making is a socially embedded process, rather than an individual one as well as a 

historically embedded process”. Thus, exploring the social network would be paramount to making 

sense of not just what but also who influences white working-class boys with their HE decision-

making and in what ways this influence is perceived and enacted.  

 

At the outset of this study I would like to make it clear that I am not making a case for HE as a route 

that white working-class boys have to take for them to benefit socially, economically and lead happy 

and fulfilling lives. The case that I am making is one of fairness, equality and social justice. As I will 

show (Chapter two), the statistics on HE participation demonstrate that white working-class boys 

continue to be very under-represented in HE in comparison to other social groups. 

 

My personal motivation for studying this specific topic and participating in the Doctorate of 

Education (EdD) are extensive and have been influenced by: my own network of influence, my role 

as an educator and experiences across my life course.   

 
My own family background has been a significant influence on my research interest. Both my 

parents are from working-class backgrounds. My paternal grandfather grew up in Merthyr Tydfil at 

the heart of the Welsh coal mining valley and moved to the South of England with his six older 

brothers when he was 14. He went on to work in the Merchant Navy. My father left school in 1951 

at the age of 15 and went straight into a bricklaying apprenticeship, this career choice was driven by 

the house shortage crisis at that time and my grandfather’s aspirations for my father. My father 

derived very little satisfaction from his work and supported his own children to aspire to more 

fulfilling careers which would allow us to develop to our full potential.  My maternal grandparents 

and my mother grew up in Liverpool and all moved to the South of England for improved 

employment prospects when my mother was in her early twenties. My mother also left school at the 

age of 15 having failed her 11+ examination. She worked in a range of manual jobs including cleaner, 

waitress and nursing assistant prior to deciding at the age of 40 to undertake her nurse training, 
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when I was aged 14. This meant that my mother had to attend night school and study for her English 

and Maths O-levels in order to get onto the nurse training course. This had a strong impact on me as 

I saw that my mother thoroughly enjoyed returning to education and the emancipatory benefits of 

working in a rewarding and professional environment whereby she could make a difference.  

 
My experience of school has also had a lasting effect on my interest in progression. Secondly, the 

secondary school that I attended had one of the lowest GCSE pass rates in the area. In 1989, the year 

that I left school aged 16, only 13% of students achieved 5+ GCSEs including English and 

mathematics. I was not in that 13% (failed maths), despite working very hard and being in the ‘top’ 

set at school. I was surrounded by peers who had  strong academic potential, however only six girls 

and three boys went onto the local 6th Form College and by the end of the first year, two of the girls 

and one boy had dropped out. During my time in school I do not remember anyone talking to us 

about going to university and it was not discussed amongst my peer group.  

 

My other friends from school did not see college as a viable option for a range of personal, social and 

economic reasons and went onto getting either apprenticeships, jobs, motherhood as a planned 

aspiration in order to have a role in society and to follow in the footsteps of their mothers before 

them, or not work at all. I have incredibly fond memories of my time at secondary school, however I 

often think about my peers and wonder if they have been able to achieve their potential in their jobs 

and lives and if not having a HE qualification has impacted upon their social mobility.  

 
My journey into HE would never have come to fruition without my mother or sister. I did not enjoy 

my time at college and as a very shy and introverted person I struggled to make new friends. I 

decided not to apply for HE instead settling for working in office administration roles. However, my 

mother and sister made me apply to my local university (so I could still live at home and have the 

support of my family) and I was offered a place on a business degree.   

 
My time at university was enriching and rewarding and it allowed me to understand who I was and 

what I really wanted to do with my life. I had always wanted to be a teacher, but never thought that 

I would be able to stand up in front of people and be able to teach/lead a class. At university I was 

able to overcome these fears and develop into a confident and assured individual. As such I applied 

to do a PGCE in Business Education and was accepted at the Institute of Education, University of 

London.   



 
 

5 

 
I spent three years teaching in a very large secondary school in Surrey (London commuter belt) 

which predominantly recruited white British students. I noticed again the difference between the 

boys and girls. The girls were far more likely to be discussing going onto college, asking me for 

guidance and working hard to get their GCSEs to achieve this. However, the boys did not seem to be 

openly discussing progression, were not always focused on their studies and were more likely to be 

the source of low level disruption in the classroom. I tried a number of initiatives at school including 

splitting one of my GCSE business classes so that the girls and boys were taught separately (based on 

a research paper that I had read about the benefits of doing this). The girls were very happy about 

this initiative as they were able to focus and engage without some of the boys disrupting the class, 

whilst some of the boys were not so happy. However, overall the boys were more focused.  

 
My decision to move into teaching in HE and undertake the EdD was prompted by the knowledge 

that I would be able to have a wider impact than just within the school that I was teaching in and 

become an active researcher.  Teaching in HE allowed me the time, space and resources to firstly 

complete a Masters degree and then enrol onto the EdD.  

 

1.2 Role of widening participation 
 
The widening participation agenda is central to this study, as the research participants engaged in a 

range of on and off campus activities that were designed to raise their aspirations to participate in 

HE. Widening participation has been used as a funding vehicle to engage universities in providing a 

potential solution to non-participation of non-traditional students. The Higher Education Funding 

Council for England (HEFCE, 2004, par.40) define widening participation as “the recruitment of 

students who otherwise would not enter HE at all”.  This is a very broad definition and Gorard et al 

(2006, p.119) further discuss that: 

 

“the term ‘widening participation’ is in common use, but it does not have a clear meaning 

and has been interpreted by some as increasing student numbers or recruiting more 

students from state schools, whereas a stronger equity focus would ensure that it was about 

greater access for students from groups that are under-represented in HE in comparison to 

their (qualified) population share.” 

 
The former Labour government first introduced a target for widening participation in 1999 to 

increase HE in England to 50% of those aged between 18 and 30 by 2010 and to use this to increase 
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participation for those groups currently under-represented, especially from low-income families and 

low-participation areas (Gorard et al 2006).  

 
In 2007 the former Department of Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS) announced that they had 

one widening participation indicator: ‘to narrow the gap between the initial participation in full-time 

HE rates for young people aged 18,19 and 20 from the top three and bottom four socio-economic 

classes’ (National Audit Office, 2008).  This is the first time socio-economic classes were included 

within the widening participation indicator. Prior to this, much was made of the ‘target of 50% of 18-

30 year olds participating in HE by 2010’. Since the coalition government came into power, there has 

been no discussion of a specific participation target; instead they have a mission of “…tackling the 

opportunity deficit – creating an open, socially mobile society – is our guiding purpose” (Nick Clegg, 

2011, p.3).  

 
A number of initiatives have been used to support the widening participation agenda, most notably 

‘Aimhigher’* (2004-2011) which consisted of widening participation teams located within universities 

to undertake outreach activities in schools and colleges to raise aspiration for HE participation from 

under-represented groups. However, just recently the Coalition government have been discussing 

plans to set up a more effective outreach effort to increase participation from under-represented 

groups, based on an joint report by the Office for Fair Access (OFFA) and HEFCE (2013). 

 

1.3 Social class definition 
 
This original study attempts to develop nuanced accounts of white working-class boys’ HE decision-

making, thus using working-class and social class to frame the research. In 2000 the National 

Statistics Socio-Economic Classification* (NS-SEC) was introduced; it replaced Social Class based on 

occupation (SC) and Socio-Economic Group* (SEG) classifications. The measure used in the NS-SEC is 

an occupational-based classification that can cover the whole adult population and is defined at a 

household level by the position of the Household Reference Person* (HRP). The HRP is the person 

responsible for the accommodation; in the case of joint householders, the person with the highest 

income, and where incomes are equal, the oldest person. Put into practice, HEFCE (2010, p.28) state 

that when reporting on HE statistics, social class is defined as “grouping young people by the 

occupation of their parents (often described as ‘social class’)”. NS-SEC was used in this study to 

classify the levels of social class.  

What I have concluded from the literature review is that government reports have moved away 

from using the term ‘working-class’ and instead use terms such as ‘under-represented, ‘socio-
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economically disadvantaged’, ‘poorer’ and ‘most disadvantaged’ in order to describe the working-

class category. However, as Steward (2010) points out, social class is a widely contested concept, yet 

the categories of ‘upper class’, ‘middle class’ and ‘working-class’ are still widely used in society. 

Steward (2010) further highlights that classifying secondary school children via their parents’ 

occupations is not possible, as data on parental occupation is not collected, therefore adding more 

contention regarding the usefulness of the concept. However, when students enrol into HE they are 

requested to provide the profession of the HRP, thereby not allowing for continuity of data 

collection or comparison across the life-course.  

Much of the literature written on boys has tended to focus on them as a homogenous group 

(Thompson and Bekhradnia, 2009), without discussing the diversity that exists at the family, 

individual, cultural and educational level within a particular target group (Gorard, 2006). I have also 

concluded from the literature review (Chapter 2) that government reports explicitly frame the 

presentation of data from a homogenous perspective; very little discussion or consideration was 

given to different types of boys. This indicated that either insufficient data was collected to 

distinguish between the social characteristics of boys, or a disregard for the complexity of 

stratification of class. This study relied on school based data to select a sample group of boys. HRP 

data was collected from the boys after they had returned consent forms.  

 

Watson (2012, p.vii) reports that, “the educational research literature presents no clear cut solutions 

to the problems of variable aspiration…the equation is highly complex with variables including class, 

ethnicity, gender, age, subject of study and location.” This notion is also developed by Strand 

(forthcoming) who suggests that “Accounts of educational achievement framed exclusively in terms 

of social class, ethnicity or gender are insufficient and the results challenge educational researchers 

to develop more nuanced accounts of educational success or failure.” This study therefore intends 

to further illuminate the complexity of social variables as highlighted by Watson (2012) and also 

provide more nuanced accounts of educational success and failure as advocated by Strand 

(forthcoming).  
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1.4 The social network, decision-making and social capital 
 
The analysis of the literature (Chapter 2) revealed that empirical research has yet to been 

undertaken which focuses on the role of the social network on white working-class boys’ HE 

decision-making. A range of network members had been researched individually or in pairs (e.g. the 

influence of parents and teachers on aspirations/decision-making). However, little or no research 

exists that explores the influence of a social network on white working-class boys. Using the social 

network approach was a logical choice as decision-making is socially situated in the social context 

(Raffo et al, 2007). The role of the social network and HE decision-making has been identified by 

Gorard et al, (2006) who discussed the role of social networks such as family, peer-group and initial 

education, and their influence on individuals learning trajectory, which allows them to consider the 

possibility of HE. HEFCE (2008) has made the point that very little is known regarding the role of the 

social network on supporting aspirations for HE decision-making; quoting Sir Howard Newby (the 

then Chief Executive of HEFCE):  

 

“…we probably know less today than we did then (during the 1960s) about how family, 

community, school experience and social sub-cultures intersect to help or hinder both the 

aspirations and achievements of children from backgrounds who have not traditionally 

participated in HE”. 

(Sir Howard Newby, 2004, cited in HEFCE, 2008 para. 26) 

 

In order to classify decision-making influencers, the study has borrowed from Foskett, R. (2011, 

p.100) ‘Decision-making influencers’ framework. The framework includes both ‘formal’ and 

‘informal’ influencing sources which have been further classified as either ‘intra-networks’ or ‘extra-

networks’. The study has collected data from inside the boys established network (intra-network) 

which included a mixture of formal and informal members: parents, teachers, extended family, 

siblings and friends. Focus on the intra-network was pertinent to this study to allow depth of data 

collection from influencers that had an existing relationship with the boys. In addition, influencers 

from out the boys’ social network (extra-network) participated to build up a stronger conceptual and 

contextual picture of the decision-making process. All extra-network members were employed in 

education.  

 

Social capital is a useful concept which has been widely and increasingly used to understand the 

impact of the social network on educational attainment. Social capital concepts drawn from 
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Granovetter (1983); Bourdieu (1986); Coleman (1988); Putnam (2000) and Lin (2001) have been 

explored in this study to understand the workings of the boys and their networks.  

1.5 Overview of the study 
 
The study aims to understand the role and impact of white working-class boys’ social network on 

their HE decision-making process. Two 11-16 secondary schools in Hampshire agreed to participate 

in the study. Ten boys in Year 10 were selected and recruited from the two schools with support 

from staff within each school. The boys were identified as being from a range of socio-economic 

backgrounds. Five boys were recruited from each school and as will be explained in chapter 3, this 

study reports on the findings of nine white British boys. Primary qualitative interview research was 

collected in the academic years 2008/09 to 2009/10 when the boys were in Years 10 and 11. Limited 

follow up in the form of a questionnaire took place in July 2011 and July 2012 in order to ascertain 

which boys progressed to HE. The social networks for each boy comprised of parent(s), and a 

nominated teacher and friend. In addition, head teachers, deputy heads, careers advisors and the 

head of year at each school were interviewed to provide additional contextual background to the 

study. Qualitative interviews with social networks and staff at each school was collected in 2008/09. 

Data was collected from boys and their social network in order to illuminate the phenomenon of HE 

decision-making. The study specifically focused on the perceived role of boys’ social network and 

what specific influence they had on the boys’ decision-making for HE and three research questions 

were explored: 

1. In what ways do social characteristics have an impact on white working-class boys’ HE decision-

making at Key Stage 4? 

2. How do white working-class boys define and discuss the membership of their social network in 

relation to HE decision-making? 

3. In what ways and through what processes does the social network influence white working-class 

boys’ decision-making about HE at Key Stage 4? 

 

Chapter two introduces and defines the key terms and concepts of central relevance to this thesis 

and covers four strands: government policy to address widening participation, factors influencing 

the under-representation of boys in HE, the role of social characteristics (race, gender and social 

class) and influences on the decision-making process for HE participation.  The literature review 

concludes with identification of key gaps which forms the basis of the research questions, as 

presented above. Chapter three presents and justifies the case study methodological approach 

taken and explains how participants were selected and qualitative data was collected. This case 
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study is unique in that it is the first of its kind to collect empirical data from white working-class boys 

in order to illuminate their HE decision-making process. The study is also innovative in that it utilises 

the boys’ social network to provide greater depth of understanding of the decision-making 

phenomenon, which as a socially embedded process is not made in isolation.  

 

Chapter four presents the first of two findings and analysis chapters and reveals the boys’ 

perceptions on the influence of their social network on their HE decision-making. The chapter 

presents three key themes: talking, aspiration raising and individual agency in order to understand 

the process of social network influence. Chapter five focuses on the second findings and analysis 

chapter and shares the insights of the social networks on their influence on the boys’ HE decision-

making. The chapter looks specifically at the processes of: talk, behaviour, actions and experiences 

which network members have engaged in or provided for the boys, to support them with their 

decision-making for HE.  

 
Chapter six draws on the conceptual perspectives of social capital, thus providing a theoretical base 

for the discussion. Social capital is highly relevant to this study as it provides a lens through which 

the influence of the social network can be examined.  In particular, the notions of bonding capital, 

bridging capital (Putnam, 2000) and linking capital (Woolcock, 2001) will be drawn upon to 

conceptualise how these have been used within the network to mobilise the boys’ aspirations and 

HE decision-making.  

Finally, chapter seven concludes the main findings, and presents the contribution to knowledge that 

this study has made. The chapter further provides recommendations for policy, practice and future 

research as well as acknowledging the research limitations of this case study.  

The following literature review chapter explores the existing research that is relevant to outlining 

the policy context, the under-representation of white working-class boys and factors that influence 

their under-representation in HE.  
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2.0 Chapter Two - Literature Review: An exploration of white 
working-class boys’ under-representation in HE  
 

2.1 Introduction 
 
This literature review is organised in three main sections: widening participation government policy, 

statistical evidence indicating that white working-class boys are under-represented in HE, and 

factors that influence their under-representation. These areas are discussed in turn below before 

summarising the main research ‘gap’ and related research questions that this thesis aims to address.  

2.2 Government policy (1997-2012) initiatives to address widening 
participation  
 
Increasing participation in HE was first discussed in the 1963 Robbins Report, when in 1960 

approximately 3,273 young people entered HE (Bolton, 2007). Thirty-four years after the first 

discussion on increasing HE participation, widening participation was brought to the fore by the 

Dearing Report (1997). The Dearing Report highlighted that whilst the period 1988-1994 saw great 

expansion of participation in HE of young people under the age of 21 from 17% to 31% in Great 

Britain as a whole (excluding Northern Ireland), little of that expansion was from lower socio-

economic groups.  The Dearing report, commissioned by the then Conservative government, was 

published at the start of Labour’s thirteen year term in government office and provided 

recommendations on “how the purposes, shape, structure, size and funding of HE, including support 

for students, should develop to meet the needs of the UK over the next 20 years” (Dearing, 1997, 

p.5). The Dearing Report suggested that non-participation in HE by those from poorer socio-

economic groups was the result of not gaining the A-level grades required to get into university 

(Roberson and Hillman, 1997), thus initiating discussion on the role of prior attainment in HE 

participation. The report underlined that policy-making regarding the participation of lower socio-

economic groups was impeded due to gaps in understanding the relatively low rates of participation 

in HE by lower socio-economic groups.  The report further proposed that no one single policy 

instrument would succeed in achieving wider participation for under-represented groups but 

advised that government commitment in the form of certainty derived from “a mixture of macro and 

micro policy initiatives” would allow universities to develop support for under-represented 

progression into university (Robertson and Hillman, 1997, Section 3, para.3.10).  

 

In 1999 The Labour government committed to increasing HE participation in England to 50% of those 

aged between 18 and 30 by 2010 and used this target to promote participation for those under-
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represented groups. However, in 2008 with the initial participation rate stalling at 39%, the former 

DIUS revised the widening participation indicator: “to narrow the gap between the initial 

participation in full-time HE rates for young people aged 18, 19 and 20 from the top three and 

bottom four socio-economic classes” (NAO, 2008).  In essence, this meant removing the 50% target 

and for the first time explicitly including disadvantaged socio-economic classes within the widening 

participation indicator.   

 

During the period 1997-2010 a range of widening participation policy initiatives and resources were 

developed including publications and initiatives from a range of government departments, most 

notably the HEFCE who held the widening participation remit. HEFCE oversaw the development of 

‘Aimhigher’ (2004-2011) which consisted of widening participation teams located within universities 

to undertake outreach activities in schools and colleges to raise aspiration for HE participation from 

under-represented groups.  

 

Despite the Labour government’s widening participation policy agenda (1997-2010) which focused 

on increasing the number of under-represented socio-economically disadvantaged pupils in HE 

(Chowdry et al, 2008), there has been some debate on the lack of funding and impact of the Labour 

government’s policy (Greenbank, 2006) on white working-class boys despite the fact that this under-

represented group has been repeatedly highlighted as a cause for concern [NAO, 2008; Woodhead, 

1996; Wragg, 1997]. Instead Aimhigher funding has focused on providing resources for special needs 

and/or English as additional language students [Abrams, 2007; Mongon, 2008; the National College 

of School Leadership (NCSL), 2008; Thompson and Bekhradnia, 2009; Watt 2007]. Furthermore in 

2010 the National Union of Teachers* (NUT) called for “government funding to help white working-

class children lift themselves from the bottom of the heap” (NUT, 2010).  

 

Since the Conservative and Liberal Democrat coalition government came into power in May 2010 

the participation target for lower socio-economic groups has been abandoned (Callendar, 2011). 

Aimhigher was withdrawn by the Coalition government in July 2011 and the duty of widening 

participation has been left to individual universities to administer and is overseen by OFFA via 

‘access agreements’ and HEFCE.  The Coalition government’s ‘Strategy for Social Mobility’ (2011) 

supported the findings from Dearing and subsequent authors regarding the impact of prior 

attainment on progression within education. Subsequent education policy has produced revised 

OFSTED (Office for Standards in Education) criteria which focuses on student learning in the 
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classroom aimed at improving student attainment. However, white working-class boys have not 

been identified for specific policy support.  

 

Thus, over the past 15 years there has been a range of government policies, research publications, 

strategies, commitments, resources and general good intentions aimed at addressing the persistent 

university participation gaps that exist between advantaged and disadvantaged social groups.  

However, the term ‘stark’ has been repeatedly used by a number of prominent figures and bodies 

(Chowdry et al 2008; Gorard et al, 2006 and The Sutton Trust, 2009) to describe the progress made 

so far in addressing this gap with specific focus on white working-class males.  Further research is 

required in order to help understand why white working-class boys are less likely to participate in 

HE, thus allowing future government policies to correctly address and improve the opportunities 

available to this under-represented group using appropriate strategies and resources.  However, 

what becomes clear when considering some of the available evidence is that although there is a 

general under-representation of some social groups from participating in HE, it is particularly 

pronounced for white working-class boys. The following section discusses this evidence before 

considering the factors that may influence HE participation for this particular group.  

2.3 Statistical picture of under-representation 
 
This section begins with a brief critique of the measurement and reporting of participation and 

under-representation in HE as this is key to establishing that white working-class boys are under-

represented in the sector. A number of different statistical measurements (Age Participation Index* 

(API), and Higher Education Initial Participation Rate* (HEIPR) have been used to calculate patterns of 

participation in HE with varying degrees of success.  However, Gorard et al (2006) argue that there 

are no ideal ways to measure HE participation in terms of policy changes or social, economic or 

regional disparities as all existing datasets suffer from one or more weaknesses; they have 

incomplete coverage, have missing data or cases, have changed key definitions over time or are 

incompatible in range or aggregation with other datasets.   

 

Over ten years ago Raphael Reed (1998, p.57) raised concerns regarding the unavailability of full 

data on the intersections of “race, social class and gender in national patterns of achievement and 

the frailty of the data sources available”.  Much more recently Strand (forthcoming) has discussed 

the rarity of quantitative educational research which considers the interactions between gender, 

ethnicity and class.   

The current trend in measuring HE participation is to identify and report on ‘gaps’ between rates of 

participation of various groups. However, Strand (2012, p4) points out that “clearly not all gaps are 
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equally large, however little research has sought to compare the relative size of ethnic, social class 

and gender gaps”.  Added to this, Gillborn (2008, p.238) criticises what he calls ‘Gap Talk’ as 

“downright deceitful”, when the government attribute the shrinking of educational attainment gaps 

as a direct result of government policy.  Gorard et al (2006, p.143) conclude that “The Government 

(the key funders of widening participation) and many others have little idea about the patterns and 

trends of under-representation in HE”.  In response to these criticisms HEFCE (2010) argued that 

central to the policy issue of widening participation in HE is a concern with the low proportions of 

people from certain backgrounds who enter HE. This makes a measure of young participation (18-

19) including the proportion of young people from different backgrounds that enter HE at age 18 or 

19 a necessary base from which to develop policy responses. 

 

Recognition of male under-representation within HE was initially identified by Batey et al (1999) who 

showed that female participation overtook male participation in HE for the first time in 1993. 

Evidence that a trend was emerging was observed in 1996-7 when female participation continued to 

outstrip male participation in HE (Higher Education and Research Opportunities (HERO) (2005).  

Almost ten years after recognition of male under-representation within HE was identified, HEFCE 

(2008, para.71) acknowledged the “recent discussion and debate about the low participation and 

poor performance of men in HE”. Relating to the NAO (2008, p.14) report which stated that “men 

from lower socio-economic backgrounds are significantly under-represented, in particular those 

from white ethnic backgrounds”, HEFCE (2008) concluded that more investigation was required to 

get a balanced picture as to when and where the differences between male and female participation 

in HE take place and what impact these differences might have on degree attainment.  

 

To reinforce the scale of the under-representation of males Bekhradnia and Bailey (2012) have 

noted that  a higher proportion of the population are male with a constant gender split of 52% male 

to 48% female resulting in approximately 65,000 more males than females within the HE entrant age 

group (18-20) for the foreseeable future.  The White British ethnic group makes up 80% of the 

population participating in HE and is the largest ethnic group attending university (Chowdry et al, 

2008). However, Chowdry et al (2008) demonstrate that boys are less likely to go to university than 

girls – only 44% of HE participants at age 18/19 are men.  HEFCE (2010, p.2) further quantifies that 

“the participation rate of young men now trails that of young women by a decade and over the past 

15 years around 270,000 fewer young men than young women have entered HE”. In the mid-2000s 

young women were 25% more likely to enter HE then young men, rising to 44% more likely in 

disadvantaged areas (HEFCE, 2010, p.2). 
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The influence of attainment in compulsory education is a key focus of this study, as Strand (2012, p3) 

argues that achievement gaps at 16 are important because “attainment at age 16 is so strongly 

related to long term outcomes such as continuing in full-time education after age 16 and entry to 

HE”.  Focusing on the attainment of boys in schools and colleges in the UK, Thompson and 

Bekhradnia (2009) suggest that there has been a longstanding and widespread interest, concern and 

debate about the lower average attainment of boys than girls.  

 

The most recent DfE (Department for Education, 2012) highlights the differences in gendered 

attainment; results show that 54.6% of boys achieved 5+A*-C including English and Math’s, 

compared to 61.9% of girls.  Unpacking this further and looking at attainment prior to HE 

participation, Chowdry et al (2008) identify that only 4% of white British boys move up from the 

middle of the educational attainment distribution at KS2  to the top of the attainment distribution at 

Key Stage 4* (KS4), whilst for white British girls, this figure is 10%. These statistics highlight the 

importance of gender and show that there is an attainment issue for white British boys between Key 

Stage 2* (KS2) and KS4 which impacts upon future HE participation rates.  

 

In addition, there seems to be a notable influence of race on academic achievement and social 

mobility.  Chowdry et al (2008) reported that 57% of white British boys scored amongst the bottom 

20% at both KS2 and KS4, compared with 44% of non-white British boys. The authors also found that 

boys from most ethnic minority subgroups (Indian, Chinese, Other Asian) were “significantly more 

likely to go to university at age 18 or 19 than white British boys”, whilst boys of black Caribbean and 

other black ethnic origin were the only groups that were significantly less likely to participate in HE 

than white British boys (Chowdry et al, 2008, p.32).  

 

Strand (forthcoming) points out the strong relationship between socio-economic status* (SES) and 

educational attainment is one of the most widely documented features of educational research as 

social class has both a direct influence, i.e. through access to material resources, and indirect 

influence, i.e. parental education, expectations and aspirations for their child(ren).  Vignoles and 

Crawford (2010) found that different types of students access different types of secondary schools, 

which provides a part explanation of the lower achievement of poorer children, who are more likely 

to attend poorer schools. For example, Hills et al (2010) present data which shows that in the most 

deprived areas only 30% of boys achieve GCSE results in the top half of the range, whilst within the 

least deprived areas nearly 70% of boys achieve GCSE results in the top half; thus showing stark 

differences in attainment between advantaged and disadvantaged areas.  In relation to the focus of 
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this study on males, Hills et al (2010, p.321) point out that there has been “no change in absolute 

social class mobility for men over the last thirty years, while for women, there is evidence of upward 

mobility”.  Thus showing the impact of disadvantage on attainment and, therefore social mobility is 

more pronounced for boys than girls. 

 

The impact of SES has traditionally been measured in schools by free school meal* (FSM) eligibility. 

The receipt of FSM is used as a crude measure of disadvantage in educational statistics mainly 

because it is a piece of information that is readily accessible (Gillborn, 2008).  The most recent DfE 

(2012) results show only 34.6% of students entitled to FSM achieved 5+ A*-C including English and 

math’s, compared to 62% of those not entitled to FSM. Boys qualifying for FSM from white working-

class homes are falling further behind their classmates when it comes to GCSE passes; data from 

2009 exam results shows that fewer than one in five white British boys on FSM obtain 5A*-C grades 

including math’s and English which puts them 31.5 percentage points behind the national average of 

49.8% (The Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF), 2009). The attainment position at 

16 of white British boys in receipt of FSM deteriorated further to a position below that of all 

identified ethnic groups (with the exception of Gypsy and Traveller children) (Hills et al, 2010).  In 

the context of HE participation, Chowdry et al (2008, p.12) found that the impact of 

underachievement of boys qualifying for FSM converts into very low HE participation, “the raw 

socio-economic gap in HE participation is stark – just over 6% of HE participants were FSM eligible”.  

These statistics indicate that there is a serious problem with the attainment of white working-class 

young people who are eligible for FSM.  

 

Overall, the statistics on attainment at school suggest that white boys from disadvantaged homes 

are much more likely to underperform relative to girls and to boys from non-white ethnic 

backgrounds. Specifically, they are less likely to achieve 5 A-C GCES’s (including English and math’s) 

than any other gender, race (with the exception of Gypsy and Traveler children) and social class 

group.  This suggests that one of the reasons for the HE participation gap for this group is that they 

fail to gain the grades required to progress to further study and then to university. Therefore, it is 

important to explore the reasons why white working-class boys underperform at school as this will 

ultimately impact upon their ability to apply to university and these are discussed in the following 

section.  
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2.4 Factors influencing the under-representation of boys in HE 
 
This section presents literature on a range of factors that have been associated with influencing the 

under-representation of boys in HE. The role of prior attainment, race, gender and social class are 

discussed in turn.   

2.4.1 The role of prior attainment on under-represented groups 
 
Examination of the literature regarding prior attainment of disadvantaged groups (represented by 

SES) focusing on boys at KS4 will be presented. According to the current coalition government, good 

attainment at 16 is the most important factor influencing participation post 16, and is even more 

influential than young people’s attitudes and beliefs or those of their parents (Coalition strategy for 

Social Mobility, 2011). A report from the previous Labour government’s Department for Children, 

Schools and Families (DCSF, 2009) demonstrates that the attainment gap between social groups is 

visible at 22 months of age, whilst the Coalition’s Social Mobility Strategy (2011, p.36) identifies that: 

  

“Gaps in attainment are already large at age five and these gaps continue to grow through 

school. By age 16, just 20% of young people from the poorest families achieve five good 

GCSEs including English and math’s, compared with 75% from the richest families. Fewer 

than 4% of children eligible for FSM achieved the English Baccalaureate* in 2010”.  

 

The review of the literature highlights that factors influencing the underachievement start to have 

an effect at a young age and point to the role of socio-economic advantage and disadvantage.  In 

order to reduce these gaps there is a need to improve educational attainment of poor children in 

general and to substantially improve staying-on rates after 16 of low-income children in particular 

(Chowdry et al, 2008). Moreover, both Garner (2009) and Hills et al (2010, p.400) express concerns 

about the deteriorating position of low income boys from white British backgrounds through 

secondary school.  The literature review has shown that white working-class boys are less likely to 

achieve 5 A-C GCESs (including English and Math’s) than any other race, gender and social class 

group. This in itself has a huge part to play on boys’ future participation in HE - if they do not attain 

the minimum requested standard in their GCSEs they will be unable to progress in education and as 

proclaimed by Cowen (2010, p.10, THES) “The future of HE is primarily dependent on the compulsory 

education system. In the long-run, the HE system can be no better than the system that feeds it”.  
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2.4.2 Trajectories 
 
The total proportion of the 16 year old cohort remaining in education, government schemes and 

employment-based training has remained constant for decades, even though the balance between 

the three routes varies according to the local history of funding and availability (Gorard et al, 2006). 

Figures released by the DfE (2012) for 2011 show that the proportion of 16-18 year olds in full-time 

education fell marginally from 70.6% in 2010 to 70.5%. This is the first time it has fallen since 2001. 

Overall participation in education and work-based learning rose by 1.4 percentage points to 82.2%. 

The proportion of 16-18 year olds ‘not in employment, education or training’ (NEET) rose by 0.6 

percentage points, from 7.5% in 2010 to 8.1% in 2011. The government’s raising of the participation 

age to 17 in 2013 and to 18 in 2015 is planned to significantly reduce the number of NEETS.  

I have been unable to find specific data on the trajectories of white working-class boys after 

compulsory schooling. However both Ross (2009) and Strand (forthcoming) find evidence of 

disengagement by white working-class boys over the final two years of school, which will have a 

direct impact on the options available to them after compulsory education.  Given that we have 

known for a long time that there is a clear HE participation gap between the most and least 

advantaged and male and female participation, almost nothing has been produced to provide a 

much needed insight into the trajectories of white working-class boys (amongst other disadvantaged 

groups) after KS4.  

 

2.5 The role of race, gender and social class on HE participation 

2.5.1 Introduction 
 

This section provides a critical contextual discussion on the intersections of gender, race and social 

class on under-represented disadvantaged males within HE and attempts to present available 

explanations of why white working-class males are less likely than females, ethnic minority groups 

and more advantaged social classes to participate within HE.  This section will present evidence from 

a range of resources highlighting that if you are male, white and working-class, then you face 

multiple disadvantages, as compared to other gender, races and classes.  A limitation of this section 

is the relative dearth of empirical research on the combined effects of background characteristics on 

the likelihood of participation in post-compulsory education (Gorard et al, 2006).  

 

David and Weiner (1997) argue that to address issues of boys’ educational underachievement, 

gender, social class and race must be examined. Furthermore, Gillborn and Mirza (2000) point out 
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that these are the best known dimensions of inequality therefore justifying inclusion with the 

literature review.  There has been much discussion on the relevant importance of each variable over 

the past fifteen years; however, Strand’s (forthcoming) very recent analysis found that social class 

had the largest impact on attainment, about twice as large as the biggest ethnic gap and six times 

larger than the gender gap.   

 

Analysis of the shifting and subjectively experienced classed, racialised, masculine and feminine 

identities is ‘messy’ (Mahony and Zmroczek, 1997, p.2) as “all pupils have a gender, class and ethnic 

identity – the factors do not operate in isolation” (Gillborn and Mirza, 2000, p.23).  Understanding 

the intersections of gender, race and social class variables that provide context to the lived 

experiences of all people undoubtedly involves “multi-faceted issues and complex research” (Epstein 

et al, 1998). As also found by Evans (2008) when researching into how gender, race and social class 

intersect. The implications of the complexity of researching into white working-class boys is borne 

out by the dearth of research published on this under-represented group.  

2.5.2 Gender 
 
The influence of gender on HE participation is a key focus of this research, for there seems to be a 

notable influence of gender on the relative attainment of young men prior to HE participation 

(Broecke and Hamed, 2008). In addition to the impact of gender, there also seems to be a notable 

influence of masculinity. Cohen (1998); Mac an Ghail (1994) and Willis (1977) have discussed the 

impact of historical construction and role of masculinity on educational attainment.  David and 

Weiner (1997) argue that giving attention to the changing notions of boys’ interests and masculinity 

would go a long way to addressing patterns of underachievement and make teachers, schools and 

society more sensitive to the ways in which gender matters.  

2.5.3 Gender and Masculinity  
 
Mac an Ghail (1994) and Brooks (2003) present the ‘too cool for school’ perspective, whereby the 

‘macho’ identity in the classroom prevents the boys from focusing on their learning and unless this 

construction is addressed, interventions are unlikely to be successful. Jackson (1998) further 

contends that the crisis of men and masculinity is not new but a continuing state of contradiction, 

wherein every generation rediscovers the problem of young men and from the literature reviewed 

thus far; this certainly seems to be the case.   Foster et al (2001, p.8), however, make a very strong 

point that some of the negative effects of masculinity which are primarily social have been illogically 

reframed as educational problems and urges taking a wider social perspective to address the impact 

that masculinity has on boys’ academic performance.  What becomes clear when considering some 
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of the available evidence is that boys’ constructions of masculinity impact upon their performance in 

school. The following section addresses the intersections of gender and race (white British) and the 

impact this has on educational attainment and subsequent HE participation.  

 

Bekhradnia (2003); Chowdry et al (2008); Galindo-Rueda et al (2004) and Robertson and Hillman 

(1997) agree that where individuals from poorer socio-economic backgrounds attain the necessary 

qualifications at Level 2 and subsequently Level 3, they are just as likely to participate in HE as their 

more advantaged counterparts thus reducing large gaps in HE participation rates. This shows that 

some form of structural reform regarding getting disadvantaged students to participate in HE has 

been successful.  Chowdry et al (2008) breaks down the attainment figures for white British boys and 

compares them to other ethnic groups. For all the comparisons, it was found that white British boys’ 

attainment was lower, and in turn that participation at university at age 18 or 19 was also lower, 

than other ethnic groups. The authors conclude that for the white British ethnic group “perhaps the 

issue of widening participation in this context is more to do with increasing participation of white 

British students at these ages” (Chowdry et al, 2008, p.42). This finding is supported by the Coalition 

strategy for Social Mobility (2011) which points out that participation in HE by white British 

teenagers is lower than that of many ethnic minorities, particularly from the middle of the 

attainment range.  Chowdry et al (2008, p.51) alarmingly highlight that “there is more upward 

mobility for most ethnic minority groups than for White British children”.  

2.5.4 Race 
 

Chowdry et al (2008, p.51) further report that, “it is reassuring that if more disadvantaged pupils do 

improve their educational performance between KS2  and KS4 , they are at least as likely to 

participate in HE as their more advantaged counterparts (although the same cannot be said for 

white British students)”. This quote highlights that there is a very serious issue for white British 

ethnic group students who are attaining within compulsory education; despite performing well, they 

are still less likely to participate in HE.   

 

Strand (forthcoming) presents work on the intersection of race and SES and finds that there is a 

substantial overlap between ethnicity and SES in England, citing the example that white British 

students are the lowest achieving ethnic group among those from low SES backgrounds, but also the 

highest achieving group from those with high SES backgrounds.  Overall, this section has very clearly 

demonstrated that race and SES has a clear impact on performance in school. White British students 

from disadvantaged families are the least likely to participate in HE.  
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2.5.5 Social Class 
 
The influence of social class is a key focus of this research; as Reay et al (2005, p.130) state “social 

class remains a major fault line in patterns of HE participation.” Similarly, The Sutton Trust (2008, 

p.5) express that the social class gap in HE participation remains ‘stark’.  However, The Institute for 

Fiscal Studies (IFS, 2012) present encouraging evidence from the National Pupil Database (NPD) 

which finds that participation among those from the most deprived quintile (20%) had increased 

from 12% in 2004-05 to 17.8% in 2009-10. The IFS cite improvements in attainment for those from 

more deprived backgrounds as a partial explanation, along with the consequence of the new HE 

funding regime introduced in 06-07 that was more generous to students from poorer backgrounds, 

plus, the effects of other policies introduced at the same time, for example Aimhigher and widening 

participation outreach.  Despite progress in widening participation, Milburn (2012) very recently 

points out that the HE participation rate for the most advantaged 40% in society is approximately 

50%, whilst for the least advantaged 60% it is approximately 25%; amongst 18 years olds alone there 

is a widening participation gap of about 100,000 students.  

 
While prior attainment explains most of the HE participation gaps, some remain even once this is 

allowed for. The IFS (2012) presents very recent research on trajectories of state school students and 

finds that socio-economic gaps in HE participation is particularly pronounced for those students who 

at age 16 were in the bottom quintile for SES deprivation, but in the top quintile of results at KS4.  To 

further illustrate the point, in 2004-05, in the top quintile of results, 65% of the most deprived SES 

students progressed to university, compared to 86% of the students in the least deprived SES 

quintile. Disconcertingly, by 2009-10 the disparity in the top quintile of results had increased 

between the most and least disadvantaged quintiles. The IFS (2012, p.17) report went on to 

conjecture that the “pattern of increasing socio-economic gap amongst those with similar scores at 

KS4 may be at least partly explained by the advent and rapid growth of GCSE equivalents, which are 

often taken by pupils from more deprived backgrounds.”  Whilst the IFS report provided a general 

insight into the trajectories of a group of students in the top 20% and the bottom 20% classified by 

SES, it did not discuss the remaining 60% and did not provide any further breakdown into different 

characteristics of the students besides attainment and SES, despite the fact that the dataset 

contained information on gender and ethnicity.  

 
Various attempts have been made to explain the under-participation in HE, particularly amongst 

lower socio-economic groups (Robertson and Hillman, 1997).  These are broken down into structural 

factors: power, wealth, class hierarchies and cultural deficit, alien terrain and lack of ‘cultural 
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capital’, self-exclusion and lack of confidence.  Robertson and Hillman (1997, Report 6, para.13) 

suggest that these explanations:  

 

“…can appear to be largely deterministic and/or reductionist – that is they seek to explain 

under-representation either in macro-structural terms, which imply that only fundamental 

social change may yield improvement or in individualistic terms, which imply that the 

problem lies in modifications to individual cultural environments, personal levels of 

qualifications or psychological dispositions.”  

 

However, Raffo et al (2007) in their synthesis of research on micro, meso and macro: theory, policy 

and practice, to provide a framework to aid examination of the links between poverty and 

educational attainment in the UK, suggest that a clear theory, policy and practice research gap exists 

at the micro (individual) level.  In addition, this gap in the research evidence is supported by Gorard 

et al (2006) and HEFCE (2008) who both raise concerns about the lack of understanding regarding 

the social issues which affect widening participation.  What becomes clear when considering some of 

the available evidence is that understanding social class factors are complex and many.   

 

This section has presented evidence on the impact on attainment of gender, race and social class 

from a range of government offices and datasets (Youth Cohort Studies*, Understanding Society*, 

Millennium Cohort Study* and National Pupil Database*). However, it has been difficult to provide 

specific evidence combining the intersections of gender, race and social class to exactly understand 

how these social factors impact on white working-class boys, as this evidence is not available in the 

public domain.  There seems to be a notable influence of parents’ SES as measured by level of 

education, occupation and specifically the role of the mother. These will be discussed in turn briefly 

below.   

2.6 The role of parents and SES on HE participation 
 

A wide range of researchers including sociologists, educationalists and governments (since 1997) 

have noted the role and importance of parents and family on progression and participation in 

education. Hills et al (2010, p.403) point out that “it matters more in Britain who your parents are 

than in many other countries.” In addition, parental education is a strong predictor of young adult 

participation rates in HE. The most disadvantaged quintile, only 10% of 10 to 14 year olds in 2001 

had at least one HE-level qualified parent, whilst in the most advantaged quintile, 48% of 10 to 14 
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year olds in 2001 had at least one HE-level qualified parent (HEFCE, 2010), thus confirming the 

strong association between young participation and parental education.   

 

The influence of maternal education has been shown to have a strong impact on educational 

attainment and hence HE participation (Strand, 2011). In an international comparison using data 

from 30 countries, Marks (2007) concludes that the impact of the mother’s education is usually 

greater or comparable to that of the father’s education. More recently, Hills et al (2010) state that 

there are significant differences in school readiness before and when children reach school by 

parental income and mother’s education.   

 

In addition, there is a relatively strong and persistent association between a pupil’s GCSE attainment 

and the occupational position of their parents (Galindo-Rueda et al, 2004; Gayle and Lambert, 2011). 

There are ‘stark’ differences between participation rates of children of professional parents, 

compared to unskilled parents (Gorard et al, 2006).  Recent HEFCE (2010) data found that in the 

most disadvantaged quintile, 21% of children have a head of household in NS-SEC 1-3, which 

contains higher salaried managerial and professional occupations; in the most advantaged quintile 

this proportion is 67%. Added to this, Hills et al (2010) found a growing attainment gap between 

children from families with higher or lower occupational social class, but similar ability assessments. 

In addition, Elias and Purcell (2012) argue that the major increase in HE participation has arisen 

primarily because of the increased participation in HE from children whose parents held white collar 

occupations.  

 

However, recent research by Hartas (2012) downplays the importance of parental occupation, 

arguing that parents matter mostly for who they are, rather than what they do. Far more relevant is 

parents’ income, social class and educational qualifications. Although disadvantaged families are as 

likely to help their children as wealthier families, they also have to cope with the stresses and strains 

of poverty, which may undermine their efforts. Hartas concludes that the achievement gap persists 

due to the relationship between a child’s home learning environment, their socio-economic 

background and progress at school.  The evidence presented strongly supports that higher levels of 

parental education, specifically maternal education has a direct positive impact on children’s 

attainment. However, there is conflicting information on the impact of parental occupation and 

recent research suggests that this variable may have less of an impact than originally thought.  
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2.7 The role of neighbourhood on HE participation 
 
The following section will briefly present the findings from a number of studies that have used 

neighborhood to identify a link between SES, participation and progression within education. This 

section is important in the context of this study, as schools are geographically situated within their 

neighborhood and in addition students have been targeted for widening participation activities 

based on their home postcodes.   

 

The Independent (18th September 2008) quotes Graham Holley, (the then chief executive of the 

Training and Development Agency) “if you turn the clock back on pupils in school today 15 years and 

predict outcomes from where they were born, you can do it”.  The immediate neighborhood has a 

clear impact on HE participation (HEFCE, 2007).  The more affluent the neighborhood, the more 

likely young people are to participate in HE (Galindo-Rueda et al, 2004; Raphael Reed et al, 2007).  

 

In addition, a number of studies (for example Raphael Reed et al, 2007; Tonks and Farr, 1994; 

Webber and Butler, 2007) have used geodemographic data (postcodes) as a way of measuring the 

participation rate within HE.  HEFCE developed Participation of Local Areas* (POLAR) [(POLAR) 

(2005); POLAR2 (2008); POLAR3 (2012)] to group small areas across the UK by their young 

participation rates. However, Gibbons et al (2010) suggest that there is ambiguity in the definition of 

what constitutes a neighborhood which has resulted in empirical studies using very different units of 

analysis. In addition, there is the problem of the availability and accuracy of the home postcodes of 

students (Gorard et al, 2006), whereby analysts associate individuals with the average background 

characteristics of the area in which they live - students are assumed to have the same occupational 

background as the modal category.  Despite the limitations presented, HEFCE (2010 p.18, para.46) 

advocate using POLAR neighborhoods in order to assess trends in young participation, arguing that 

this approach “allows the development of measurement methods that are sufficiently accurate to 

securely identify trends in young participation rates.” As with all measures, it is not without its 

limitations, however, the approach allows for identification of disadvantaged areas which may 

require government and widening access stakeholder assistance to support educational participation 

and progression.  The impact of parents’ social characteristics and neighbourhood further adds to 

the complexity when researching into HE participation of young males, who live in disadvantaged 

areas. 
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2.8 Role of social capital 
 

2.8.1 Introduction to social capital 

 
In terms of educational participation there are certain themes that emerge with a clear connection 

to social capital constructs. As recently highlighted by Semo and Karmel (2011, p9) “The concept of 

social capital is far ranging and so is the literature.” As such, there is no one agreed definition of 

social capital, however all writers agree that social networks have value (Field, 2003). In addition, 

Woolcock (1998, p.159) advocates a multi-dimensional view to understand the bigger picture of 

social capital, asserting that “…there are different types, levels, or dimensions of social capital, 

different performance outcomes associated with different combinations of these dimensions, and 

different sets of conditions that support or weaken favourable combinations.” There is a broad 

consensus that interest in the  significance of social capital comes from the 1980s and 1990s from 

three theorists; Bourdieu (1986), Coleman  (1988) and Putnam (2000) who Field (2003 p.13) 

identifies as “leading figures”. Each of these authors have presented a different perspective on social 

capital theory and each of these are briefly discussed below. Field (2003, p.13) writes that “all three 

consider that social capital consists of personal connections and interpersonal interaction, together 

with shared sets of values that are associates with these contacts”.  

 
Bourdieu’s (1986) extensive research through a sociology lens focuses on social capital to explain the 

reproduction of social class division and inequalities of power within France. Bourdieu drew upon 

Marxist concerns of unequal access to resources and maintenance of power and as discussed by 

Field (2003) Bourdieu’s work is important as he lays foundations for the general logic of social capital 

and its accumulation. Bourdieu (1986, p. 248) defines social capital as: 

“the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a 

durable network of more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and 

recognition – or in other words, to membership of a group – which provides each of its 

members with the backing of the collectively-owned capital, a ‘credential’ which entitles 

them to credit, in the various senses of the word.”  

 
Bourdieu argues that social capital supplies the networks which allows for continued and future 

access to privilege. Bourdieu approaches social capital as an asset of individuals that draws its value 

from the power of social connections available to them. As outlined by Field (2003, p.28) “Bourdieu’s 

treatment of social capital is somewhat circular, in summary, it boils down to the thesis that 
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privileged individuals maintain their position by using their connections with other privileged 

people.” 

 
Bourdieu’s (1986) work resonates with this study as he has undertaken research within the field of 

education, specifically looking at explaining the achievement gap between children of different 

social classes. Furthermore, Bourdieu’s social capital notions have influenced others in questioning 

how the intersections of gender, race and social class influence an individual’s social capital and how 

this resource is used in their everyday lives (Holland et al, 2007).  

 
However Bourdieu’s work is not without its limitations, the main criticism is that his research 

focused on the elite, as he believed that social capital was an asset of the privileged (Field, 2003) and 

he did not include how young people themselves use social capital as a resource. This study aims to 

contribute towards addressing this important research gap. In addition, Holland et al (2007) point 

out that whilst Bourdieu does use children in his analysis, he centres his discussion on their future, 

rather than their present lives.  

 
Similar to Bourdieu, Coleman agrees that social capital is a source of educational achievement. 

Coleman’s focus on social capital was to help explain inequality in academic achievement, employing 

a wider spectrum of social dynamics which included the impact of the family, school and local 

community. Coleman (1994, p.300) defines social capital as: 

“the set of resources that inhere in family relations and in community social organisation 

and that  are useful for the cognitive social development of a child or young person. These 

resources differ for different persons and can constitute an important advantage for children 

and adolescents in the development of their human capital.” 

 
The definition clearly acknowledges that social capital is a resource. Furthermore, the definition pays 

particular focus to young people and ties with family and the community in supporting and the 

development of young people. Finally the definition clearly states the advantages to young people 

who have access to and use this social capital resource. Field (2003, p28) discusses that Coleman’s 

view is nuanced, that he identifies the “value of connections for all actors, individual, privileged and 

disadvantaged.”  

 
Coleman’s studies on social capital have helped to explain why children of similarly disadvantaged 

backgrounds have dissimilar rates of school retention. Coleman found that community norms (for 
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example, provided by the Church) upon parents and pupils which endorsed teachers’ expectations 

was the most important factor on student retention in school.  Coleman concluded that 

communities were a source of social capital that could offset some of the impact of social and 

economic disadvantage within the family (Field, 2003). Furthermore, he found that teachers’ 

expectations have a strong role in reducing broader social disadvantage. Coleman’s research 

demonstrates a direct link between parental involvement and school retention. His research shows 

that family structure including the number of parents (for example two-parent families or single-

parent families) involved in parenting, number of siblings, as well as parental expectations are 

important factors in explaining differences in educational outcomes. As such, there are clear links 

between the work of Coleman and this study regarding the impact of teachers, local community, 

family make up and relationships on white working-class boys’ HE decision-making.  

 
Coleman (1991) believed that the erosion of family social control led to a transfer of responsibility to 

schools for teaching children norms and values; as such the foundations of social capital which 

rested in the value and resources of the family have been eroded. However, Coleman’s work has 

been criticised for overstating roles of strong, close or dense ties (for example, between family 

members) and underestimating the importance of weak or loose ties (for example, school teacher) 

(Portes, 1998 p.5). 

 
In contrast to Bourdieu and Coleman, Putnam’s work focuses on the community and engagement in 

civic activity. Putnam clearly identifies the virtues of network membership and the advantages 

individuals can access through their associations with others, for example reduced crime. Putnam 

(2000, pp.18-19) explains “the core idea of social capital theory is that social networks have value… 

social contacts affect the productivity of individuals and groups.” In addition Putnam (2000, p19) 

defines social capital as “Social capital refers to connections among individuals – social networks and 

the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them.”  

 
Putnam’s definitions add to the work on social capital through including a behavioural focus – 

‘norms’ and related tenets of reciprocity and trust. In their writings both Coleman and Putnam 

repeatedly use the concept of ‘trust’. Trust is pivotal to the successful functioning of all relationships 

and Field (2003) argues that trust is at the heart of social capital. Schaefer-McDaniel (2004, p.9) 

identifies that trust includes helpful information, and genuine support, and further expands that 

trust and reciprocity includes “authentic fairness, overall trustworthiness and acts of helpfulness.” 
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Bexley et al (2007, p.27) points out that Putnam’s work on “social capital causes and social capital 

effects” has been subject to serious criticism from a number of authors regarding Putnam’s 

interpretation of his empirical data. Moreover, Putnam’s work does not recognise the existence of 

class divisions (Bexley et al, 2007). In addition, as highlighted by Holland et al (2007) Putnam focuses 

on the importance of parents, with little recognition of the role of the child in generating and using 

social capital. Furthermore, Field (2003) identifies that there seems to be little scope for human 

agency in his account. Finally Putnam’s work has tended to locate social capital in groups rather than 

individuals. In response to criticisms Putnam (2001 p.14) has argued that “social capital is a powerful 

predictor of many things, enough to make it well worth our attention.” Despite the limitations, 

Putnam’s work is important to this study due to his focus on the value of relationships within the 

network.  

 
In conclusion, all three of these “theoretical fathers” (Schaefer-McDaniel, 2004, p140) have been 

criticised for not valuing young people as active agents in the formation of social capital, instead the 

focus has been predominantly on collecting data primarily from parents, followed by the social 

network, whilst entirely neglecting young people’s perceptions (Schaefer-McDaniel, 2004). Whilst 

Smith (2000-2009) points out that “much of the main work undertaken around social capital has 

failed to properly address the gender dimension of social capital”. There has been relatively little 

attempt to  distinguish between  how men and women  experience and mobilise social capital as 

well as contribute to the accumulation of social capital within social networks.  

 
In the context of social capital for young people, Schaefer-McDaniel (2004, p. 10) recommends that 

‘place attachment’ or ‘sense of belonging’ should be included in the definition of social capital. 

Schaefer-McDaniel (2004, p.10) argues that “when young people feel like they belong in a school 

and/or neighbourhood and have a symbolic attachment to the place, they are more likely to make 

friends and interact with peers.” 

 
In spite of the range of weaknesses concerning social capital outlined above, UK policy makers have 

adopted concepts of social capital (see Clegg 2011; Millburn 2012) in order to increase social 

mobility and inclusion for disadvantaged and non-participating members of society. In addition, 

Bexley et al (2007) argue that at policy level, social capital remains a useful lens to understand the 

power and potential help available to individuals based on their relationships with others, which 

could be supported to help to redress social imbalances of disadvantage.  In conclusion, this section 

has illuminated that valuable research has been undertaken on the role and impact of social capital 
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in an educational setting. However, there is a paucity of research which specifically focuses on the 

role and influence of white working-class boys’ social networks on their HE decision-making process.  

 

2.8.2 Bonding, bridging and linking social capital 

 
In addition to presenting networks and norms, Putnam (2000) has been credited with distinguishing 

between two basic forms of social capital ‘bonding’ (exclusive) and ‘bridging’ (inclusive), whilst 

Woolcock added in ‘linking’ in 2001.  Bonding, bridging and linking social capital are important 

‘dimension’ concepts, and as asserted by Woolcock (1998, p. 159) “there are different types, levels, 

or dimensions of social capital, different performance outcomes associated with different 

combinations of these dimensions, and different sets of conditions that support or weaken 

favourable combinations.”  The concepts of bonding, bridging and linking social capital allow for a 

multi-dimensional approach to understanding how social capital manifests within the network 

(Knudsen et al, 2007).  

 
Putnam (2000, p.22) discusses that “bonding social capital is good for ungirding specific reciprocity 

and mobilising solidarity.” Whilst Semo and Karmel (2011, p.12) clarify that “bonding social capital 

refers to the relationships between similar groups of people and is commonly represented by 

informal ties, including family, neighbours and school networks.” Bonding social capital is used to 

“bind people from a similar sociological niche” (Field, 2003, p.65). In summary, bonding social capital 

allows for reciprocity between socially homogenous groups. However, as discussed by Schuller et al 

(2004) bonding social capital can also result in exclusion of those who do not qualify. Furthermore, 

bonding social capital can be constraining, tying people to their community and stifling individual 

progression as found by Holland et al (2007) in their research on young people. Whilst Smith (2000-

2009) points out that bonding social capital may narrow horizons rather than expand them.  

 
Putnam (2000, p.22) put forward that “bridging networks…are better for linkages to external assets 

and information diffusion.”  Semo and Karmel (2011, p.13) further clarify that “bridging social capital 

is characterised by more general networks and tends to be related to strangers and broader 

community groups”, whilst Woolcock (2001) also includes loose friendships and workmates. In 

summary, bridging social capital allows for reciprocity between socially non-homogenous groups 

(Bexley et al, 2007) and provides a framework for understanding the role, influence and value of 

white working-class boys’ bridging social networks.  
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Comparing both concepts, Anheier and Kendall (2002, p347) argue that bonding social capital is 

closely related to ‘thick trust’ as opposed to bridging social capital of ‘thin trust’. Holland et al (2007, 

p.101) emphasise that “It has been argued that bonding social capital permits people to ‘get by’, 

whilst bridging social capital enables people to ‘get ahead.’” However, the authors conclude that 

bonding and bridging social capital are complex, interwoven and dependent, therefore challenging 

the relative advantages of bridging over bonding social capital. Although, Putnam (2000, p.23) 

argues that “In short, bonding and bridging are not ‘either-or’ categories into which social networks 

can be neatly divided, but ‘more or less’ dimensions along which we can compare different forms of 

social capital.” In addition, Putnam (2000, p.23) further goes onto discuss that “I have found no 

reliable, comprehensive, nationwide measures of social capital that neatly distinguish ‘bridgingness’ 

and ‘bondingness.’” 

 
In 2001 Woolcock put forward a third dimension of social capital ‘linking’, to describe ‘vertical’ 

relationships. Woolcock (2001, pp.13-14) presents that linking social capital reaches out to unlike 

people in dissimilar situations, for example those entirely outside the community, enabling access to 

a far wider range of resources. 

 
Bonding, bridging and linking social capital have been shown to be useful in understanding the 

valuable benefits that social networks bring to a relationship. However, this section has also shown 

that the nature of relationships can have a constraining impact on individual’s life experience and 

chances. Directly following on from this, the next section discusses strong and weak ties.  

 

2.8.3 Strong and weak ties 

 
Related to the work by Putnam on bonding and bridging social capital is the notion of ‘ties’. 

Granovetter (1973) introduced the concept of ‘the strength of weak ties’ in order to understand the 

power of indirect influences outside the immediate circle of family and close friends, in the context 

of how people use social networks when looking for work. As Portes (1998, p.12) points out, this 

original idea runs contrary to the common sense notion that dense networks (family circles) are the 

most effective in finding jobs. Granovetter (1983, p.202) concludes that “individuals with few weak 

ties will be deprived of information from distant parts of the social system and will be confined to 

only provincial news and views of their close friends.” Lin’s (2001) work modified the concepts of 

strong and weak ties. Lin (2001) defines ‘strong ties’ as those which follow the principle of 

‘homophily’ (like me), binding people with others similar to themselves, with similar resources. In 
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addition, Lin’s (2001) examination of weak ties identified the benefits which provide ‘bridges’ to new 

social contacts and thus new information and resources.  

 
In conclusion, the concepts of social capital provide a fundamental framework in order to identify 

and analyse the resources available to young people and to illuminate how they potentially make 

decisions regarding HE participation through interaction with their network. The next section 

discusses influences on the HE decision-making process.  

 

2.9 Influences on the decision-making process for HE participation 
 
This section explores what is known about decision-making frameworks for supporting HE 

participation. The influences on white working-class boys’ HE decision-making is a key focus of this 

research. As already explored in previous sections, differences in HE participation rates by socio-

economic background can be explained by differences in individual observable characteristics (SES, 

gender, ethnicity), and measures of prior attainment (IFS, 2012). These characteristics can either 

directly affect the HE participation decisions or are correlated with underlying observable factors 

that are likely to affect such decisions.  

 
Overall the literature on decision-making shows that it is a highly complex process. Ball et al (2002, 

p.57) highlight that HE decision-making is a form of ‘extensive problem solving’ and is a highly 

problematic concept, and Paton (2007) acknowledges that studies show an array of multiple factors, 

stages and influences impacting on the decision-making process. Furthermore Foskett, N., et al 

(2008) discuss that choice is a complex iterative process based on perceptions, set within a number 

of important contextual influences.  In addition, this complexity is bound up in social class; decisions 

about going to HE by lower social class groups is not straightforward as they tend to take account of 

a wider range of issues than their higher social class counterparts (Connor et al, 2001). The next 

section provides an overview of ‘rational choice theory’ as a framework for decision-making which is 

also linked to social capital. 

 

2.9.1 Rational Choice Theory  

 
Coleman links his work on social capital to decision-making, through the development of ‘rational 

choice theory’ (RCT); an inter-disciplinary social science, drawing on both sociology and economics. 

Put simply, RCT identifies the relationship between choice/action and social cooperation and is 
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relevant to this study as boy’s HE decision-making includes making choices and taking action in 

context which is socially bound. Field (2003, p21) discusses RCT stating that “all behaviour results 

from individuals pursuing their own interests; social interaction is therefore viewed as an exchange” 

and “RCT assumes a highly individualistic model of human behaviour, with each person 

automatically doing what will serve their own interests, regardless of the fate of others.” Coleman 

(1994, p.312) used the RCT concept of social capital to explain how and why people co-operate and 

he concluded that social capital rises not because actors make a calculating choice to invest in it, but 

as “a by product of activities engaged in for other purposes.” However, Foley and Edwards (1999) 

disagree with the relationship between RCT and social capital, arguing that the RCT framework does 

not draw upon the influence of the network, instead it focuses on the individual, rather than the 

impact of interacting.  Whilst Foley and Edwards (1999) do not agree with the concept of RCT, the 

theory is important as it expands understanding of concepts linking decision-making with social 

capital.  The following section presents work undertaken on ‘horizons’ which explains the concept of  

rational decision-making coupled with both the influence of the network and contextual factors.  

2.9.2 Horizons 
 
Hodkinson et al’s (1996, p. 3) concept of ‘horizons for action’ is important to this study. It helps 

locate young people’s decisions about their education – work transitions and careers within the 

context of their social network. The authors identified three interlocked dimensions of career 

decision-making: pragmatically rational, influence of social interactions and changes to decisions 

over time. The ‘horizons for action’ framework is both constrained and enabled by the availability of 

opportunities in the market, the perception of the young people that they would be considered for 

the placement, which is also deemed as suitable for the young person (Hodkinson et al, 1996). The 

framework further identifies the role of perceptions, which are rooted in the identity of the young 

person and influenced by their life histories, interactions with ‘significant others’, their experiences, 

and the social and cultural background that is part of their identity (Hodkinson et al, 1996, p. 3). The 

authors further found that young people are not the only ones who choose, parents and careers 

advisors also have an impact, due to the resources they have at their disposal which produces 

unequal power relations. 

 
Thomas and Webber (2001) discuss that young males who do not stay in education have relatively 

low level horizons and fail to take a longer-term view of the options that are available to them and 

the potential impact that these could have on their future opportunities in the labour market.  In 

addition, Archer and Yamashita (2003) discuss that working-class young people understood their 

horizons were bounded by dense, impermeable limits which were constructed through a complex 
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interplay of social identities and inequalities of race, class and gender.  The author’s further state 

that these perceptions were grounded within complex, social, identity and institutional processes 

and exacerbated by educational policies.  More recently, the DCSF (2009) discuss that low horizons 

predominantly affects those in the lowest social groups. Overall, this section adds to the weight of 

evidence already presented on the complexity of decision-making and suggests that decision-making 

is further enabled and constrained by a range of social factors and subjective perceptions.  

 
A range of models have been developed to explain decision-making and three models will be 

presented in this chapter. Firstly, Foskett, N. and Hemsley-Brown’s (2001) ‘model of choice and 

decision-making in education and training markets’ is presented. The model is particularly relevant 

to this study as it is based on young people and allows for the choice of continuing in education. 

Secondly, Edwards, R. (2004) ‘decision-making framework embedded in social capital’ is discussed; 

this framework is useful as it presents social capital concepts in relation to decision-making.  Finally, 

Foley and Edwards, B. ‘Framework for Social Capital’ which provides a broader macro, micro and 

meso approach to thinking about social capital.   

 
Foskett, N. and Hemsley-Brown (2001) bring together relevant elements of existing models to allow 

for both individual agency, the influence of external forces and other individuals. The model, 

presented in Figure 2.1, brings together ‘context’ (the impact of: society, economy, policy, culture, 

the home, lived, social and institutional environment), ‘choice influences’ (institutional, lived, home 

and social) and ‘chooser’, which includes the role of perception and individuality.  Those interactions 

combine to understand the young person’s decision for either education or training.  
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Figure 2.1 - Model of Choice and Decision-Making in Education and Training Markets 

(Foskett, N. and Hemsley-Brown, 2001, p.215) 

The role of ‘context’ and ‘choice influencers’ is paramount to this study as decision-making is 

fundamentally a product of social interaction and this is highlighted by Connor et al (2001, p.37) who 

suggest that there are at least four ways that ‘educators’ (careers advisors, family and friends) have 

an effect on individuals’ decisions.  Therefore, showing that a range of people can have a direct 

influence on the decision-making of young people: 

1. Giving general support and encouragement towards HE or discouragement 

2. Providing information and guidance to help them come to a decision about HE 

3. Helping to give them confidence and improve their self-esteem 

4. Directly intervening in the individuals decisions   

 
Understanding the reasons why boys do not want to participate in HE is key to understanding how to 

influence their decision-making process. Foskett, N. and Hemsley-Brown (2001) find that boys in 

their study did not have university entrance as an ultimate goal; instead they were motivated by 

earning money, which underpinned their desire to leave school. However, girls placed more 
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emphasis on the inherent desire to continue studying than boys (67%:49%) and had a desire to enter 

university as an ultimate goal. The decision-making process for males is significantly more complex 

than those of girls; males are considerably more susceptible to a range of external influences than 

females (Thomas and Webber, 2001). The authors suggest that in order to increase the propensity of 

males to remain in education, they need to be in contact with other males who share the intention 

to remain in education, thus providing positive support for the HE decision-making process.  

 
In addition, Edwards R. (2004) puts forward a conceptual framework for social capital (see Figure 2.2 

below) in order to promote discussion and debate on what items might be best collected to measure 

social capital. The framework provides a way of identifying conditions required to facilitate the 

effective utilization of social capital, and further presents a range of positive and negative effects of 

social capital. Edward’s framework brings together the social network in the context of both meso 

and macro conditions and further highlights the interdependency in which social capital operates. 

The position of cultural, political, legal and institutional conditions on the diagram emphasizes their 

importance and shows that they are closely related to social capital. As put forward by Edwards R. 

(2004) the macro conditions pass on norms and values and shape present relationships, whilst also 

affecting the context and environment that may encourage social capital. Edwards further noted 

that a lack of the appropriate context and conditions may act as a barrier to forms and expressions 

of social capital.  

 

Edward’s framework for measuring social capital is centered around networks composed of: family, 

friends, neighbours, colleagues, organisations and groups, people in general and acquaintances. The 

framework further incorporates four dimensions of the functioning of networks: 

1. Network qualities – norms and values that may exist within networks and serve to enhance 

the functioning of networks. 

2. Network structure – influences range and quality of resources accessible to an individual. 

3. Network transactions – actions or behaviours that contribute to the formation and 

maintenance of social capital. 

4. Network types – a higher level classification, overlaps with many other aspects of the 

framework, such as trust and norms. Network types are usually divided up into bonding, 

bridging and linking.  

 

However Bexley et al (2007) discuss that a limitation of this framework is that it sees the network as 

the site of social capital, rather than social capital being the property of individuals.   
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Figure 2.2 Social Capital, Culture and Political, Legal and Institutional Conditions 

 Culture and Political, Legal and Institutional Conditions 

Social Capital  

4. Network Types 

4.1 Bonding 
4.2 Bridging 
4.3 Linking  

Institutional 
E.g. Agents of policy implementation and review (e.g. 

Ombudsman, Administrative Appeals Tribunal) 
Institutions for the promotion of economic stability (e.g. 

Reserve bank. International Monetary fund)  

Culture 

E.g. Language 
History 
Gender 

Religions 
Sports 

Cultural Events 
Arts  

1. Network qualities 
1.1 Norms 
Trust/Trustworthiness 
Reciprocity 
Sense of efficacy 
Cooperation 
Acceptance of diversity 
Inclusiveness 
1.2 Common purpose 
Social participation 
Civic  participation 
Community support 
Friendship  
Economic participation 
(* includes voluntary 
work) 
 

Legal 
E.g. Independent judiciary  

Criminal, civil, contract, property and constitutional law 
Protection against arbitrary arrest and detention 

Transparency of legal process 
International conventions and agreements 

Freedoms of:speech; association; assembly; religion; the press; movement  
Right to a fair trial, legal representation, presumption of innocence 

Regulatory mechanisms and framework 

Political  

E.g. Separation of powers 
Universal adult suffrage 

Transparency of political process 
Rule of law 

Representative elected government 
  

2. Network Structure 
2.1 Size 

2.2 Openness density 
2.3 Communication mode 
2.4 Transience/mobility 
2.5 Power relationships 

Positive effects of social capital 
E.g. Network development 

Identity and sense of belonging 
Increased knowledge/understanding  

Increased confidence in community capacity to achieve goals 
Community resilience  

Satisfactory locus of control 
Lowering of transaction costs 

Conflict resolution  

3. Network transactions 
3.1 Sharing support 

Physical/financial assistance 
Emotional support 

Encouragement 
Integration into community 

Common action 
3.2 Sharing knowledge 
Skills and information 

Introductions 
3.3 Negotiation 

3.4 Applying sanctions  

Negative effects of social capital  
E.g. Social exclusion of intolerance of difference (unbalanced 

bonding)  
Reduced family functioning (unbalanced bridging) 

Corruption (unbalanced linking) 
Community breakdown  

Network composition 
Family – In-household and Ex-household 

Friends 
Neighbours 
Colleagues 

Organisations/groups 
Government 
Not for profit 
Commercial 

People in general 
Acquaintances 

(Edwards, R. 2004, p.14) 
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So far, this section on influences on the HE decision-making process has shown that this process 

seems to be far more complex for boys than girls and is underpinned by the desire to earn money, 

whilst having to contend with educators’ and influencers’ gendered attitudes towards boys. The 

complex interaction of factors such as family, neighbourhood and social norms, collectively affects 

decisions to participate in HE.  The next section presents work on the influence of the social network 

on the HE decision-making process.  

2.10 Influence of the social network 
 
This section presents factors that influence white working-class boys’ socially embedded decision-

making about HE participation and focuses on the role of the social network.  Edwards, R. (2004) 

discusses that networks are patterns of relationships and resources brought to the relationship by 

participants, which include their personal skills and abilities, economic resources, resources 

associated with their jobs, status, connections to other groups, and by extension the networks and 

resources of their families, friends and colleagues.  

 

Foley and Edwards, B. (1999) offer a framework for social capital which is grounded in the socio-

economic context whilst critically drawing upon resources and value available within the social 

network. The framework presented in Figure 2.3 offers a network analytic conception of social 

capital, with a view to understanding “how and why different networks provide access to richer or 

poorer stores of resources” (Foley and Edwards, B. (1999, p. 168). The framework clearly 

distinguishes between the different contexts, covering the range of macro, meso and micro. The top 

arrow in Figure 2.3 denotes the uneven distribution of social resources across specified social 

contexts in a given society. The middle arrow problematises the question of access to the specific 

resources present in a given context. The bottom arrow indicates the role of individual or collective 

agency. Whether resources will be mobilised depends on specific strategic choices in the use of 

social capital (Foley and Edwards, B. (1999).   

 

Critically the framework includes the role of agency in being able to utilise the resources and value 

within the network. The framework makes a clear distinction between the possession and use of 

social capital, concluding that agency is “a variable influenced by a range of factors, rather than 

implicitly presumed to be constant” (Foley and Edwards, B., 1999, p. 168).  
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(Foley, M, W. and Edwards, B. 1999, p. 167) 

Figure 2.3 Framework of Social Capital  

 

Foley and Edwards B. (1999, p.165) point out that the relationship between networks and social 

capital must be carefully specified, as networks, as a means of accessing resources are necessary but 

not a sufficient component of social capital. Foley and Edwards further argue that the amount that 

an individual gains from a network depends on (a) the structure of the network itself and (b) the 

individual’s precise position within it (1999, p.165). However the authors further discuss the 

significance of the socio-economic context in shaping the way that networks can or cannot link their 

members to resources.  

 

Foley and Edwards B. (1999, p.166) highlight that “more ties are better, but one tie might be 

sufficient to gain access to a critical resource.”  Furthermore, access to networks is important, 

however the actor needs to be able to access and moreover utilise the resources provided in the 

network. As concluded by Foley and Edwards (1999, p.166) “social capital is best conceived as access 

(networks) plus resources.” 

 



 
 

40 

Foley and Edwards B. (1999) framework is relevant to this study as it is set in the broader social 

context, with an appreciation of the impact of socio-economic stratification. Importantly, the 

framework allows for the role of individual agency and how this may impact upon mobilisation of 

resources. The rest of this section presents empirical research findings on the influence of the social 

network relevant to this study: parents, siblings, family, friends and teachers.  

 

Much empirical research has been undertaken on the influence of parents and families on the HE 

decision-making process.   Archer and Yamashita (2003); Barrett (1999); Brooks (2001) and Connor 

(2001) all find that parents have a strong positive influence.  Added to this, both Archer and 

Yamashita (2003) and Connor et al (2001) find that having family role models or ‘footsteps to follow’ 

was clearly a distinct advantage.  Barrett (1999) and Brooks (2003) find that families play a key role 

in informing young peoples’ understanding and conceptualisation of the HE market.  However, 

Dinsmore (2009) more recently reports that whilst parents often influence their children, not all 

pupils were supported by their parents as fathers tended to be more sceptical about the benefits of 

going onto HE.  In addition, there seems to be a notable influence of mothers, providing practical 

support and encouragement but as Reay et al (2005) report the value of this support was sometimes 

unrealistic and weak (Reay et al, 2005). In addition, Burke (2006) finds that men place a great deal of 

importance on their parents’ attitudes and emphasized influence of mothers on their educational 

aspirations as the most important influence in relation to their aspirations and educational choices. 

 
In addition, there seems to be an influence of friends/peers on HE decision-making. Brooks (2003) 

brings together the interactions between families and friends on informing decisions about HE 

participation and reports that familial influence was less evident; instead more emphasis was placed 

by young people on their decision in relation to their friends. Brooks (2003) further posits that the 

influence of friends has been under-theorised within previous work on HE decision-making.    

 
Thomas and Webber (2001) find that peer groups have a strong and significant impact on whether 

boys intend to stay on in post-compulsory education, but this is not so for girls. Furthermore, an 

array of factors appear to influence the intention decision for boys, whereas girls appear to be 

influenced by their self-perceived ability.  These findings concur with the research presented 

previously in this section on gender and masculinity. More recently, Thomas and Webber (2009) find 

that choices are modelled so that the individual’s choice is affected by the choices of his/her 

immediate peers.  This finding is further supported by Dinsmore (2009, p19) who finds this to be 

characteristic of lower socio-economic groups’ decision-making process, whereby they check and 
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even compete with their peers to “get in front of them”.  Furthermore, the size and effect of peer 

groups are influenced by the mix of individuals that are sourced from a complex web of social 

interactions that can grow, expand and contract over time (Thomas and Webber, 2009). The 

background of peers’ parents is rarely taken into account empirically, even though the peer group of 

the parents might well influence the choice of their offsprings’ friends. However Thomas and 

Webber (2009) find that pupils who mixed with students whose fathers were in the highest two 

social classes (out of 5) were more likely to stay on at school.  This finding is interesting as there is no 

mention of the influence of mothers here, who have already been reported as having more influence 

than fathers on young men. Further research is required to explore why this is so.   

 
The influence of teachers is also a key focus of this study, as teachers play important roles as 

mentors or champions for HE, by providing a nurturing and supportive role, which enables students 

to see their potential and providing good sources of information on HE (Connor, 2001).  The 

outcome of this positive support was found by Barrett (1999), who specifically identified that those 

white boys who had a stronger commitment to HE cited careers teachers/advisers as influential on 

their decision-making.  However, teacher support for HE participation is not always positive; Archer 

and Yamashita (2003) find that teachers were identified as critical influencers, as a source of either 

de-motivation or motivation.  In addition, Foskett, N., et al (2008) discuss that teachers are 

important in shaping perceptions, but point out that the accuracy and reliability of that knowledge is 

questionable as teachers may have limited knowledge and understanding of post-16 options.  Added 

to this, when teachers’ and parents’ messages for decision-making do not align, it makes the 

decision-making process substantially more challenging for young people, who will have to 

compromise the values of one of the key influencers in their lives in favour of the other – school or 

family (Foskett, N. and Hemsley-Brown, 2001). 

 
As presented previously, the impact of neighbourhood is grounded in social class. To further 

illustrate this point Foskett, N., et al (2008) found that it is difficult to separate the school ethos from 

the neighbourhood effect and cite that low SES schools with an academic attainment focus 

generated higher university progression rates than schools which focused on student wellbeing 

rather than attainment. Foskett, N., et al (2008) conclude that SES is a key underpinning influence 

shaping the attitudes and value of parents and pupils and the dominant ethos of the school.  

Therefore, it appears that academically focused schools are more successful in raising students’ 

aspirations to attend university.  This is an important factor to consider when understanding the HE 

decision-making process of under-represented groups.  
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Drawing together available research on both neighbourhood and masculinity, the neighbourhood in 

which males live has a considerable impact upon their HE participation. Archer and Yamashita (2003, 

p.63) find that for working-class young men, the pull of the neighbourhood and masculinity were 

interwoven. The young men were reluctant to move out of their ‘working-class’ and known social 

space into a ‘middle class’ area where they may not fit in. Examining the social context of masculinity 

further, Burke (2006) finds that educational aspirations and participation was closely tied up with 

constructions of boys/men as naturally lazy and unable to organise themselves.  If this is so, there is 

a clear role for educators and influencers to review their perspectives of young men in order to have 

a positive impact.   As previously discussed, Mac an Ghaill (1994) identify a ‘macho lads’ culture 

which views masculinity as a non-academic trait and associated the perception of academic life 

being more suitable for females. This may result in males making the decision to leave education 

early to nurture their masculine identity.  

 
Ball et al (2002) discuss that culture and social capital underpin the process of HE decision-making.  

When understanding the lived context of the group under investigation, it is necessary to consider 

the role and impact of cultural, social and economic capital, which Milburn (2012) points out is 

unevenly distributed in society.  Furthermore, classed patterns of educational routes and choices 

reflect unequal access to cultural, social and economic capital (Reay et al, 2001).  Each of these 

forms of capital has an impact on the HE decision-making process, as illustrated by Thomas and 

Webber (2001) who discuss that social capital is the result of the interaction of networks and norms 

that are faced by all groups in society and which impinge on individual choices made by members of 

each group.  Moreover, social or cultural capital effects are not simply the result of a decision but 

instead a decision that involves interaction with both one’s peers and one’s neighbourhood (Thomas 

and Webber, 2001).  

 
Overall, the evidence presented suggests that family, parents, peers and teachers have a strong 

impact on boys’ HE decision-making indicating that the decision-making process is underpinned by 

the complexity of the social interaction process and strength of social relationships.  In conclusion, 

this section on decision-making has shown that the HE decision-making process for white working-

class boys is a highly complex process grounded in social factors. Understanding these combined 

factors has helped to demonstrate why this disadvantaged group is not participating in HE. 

2.11 Literature Review Conclusions and Development of Key Gaps 
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The literature review has highlighted that prior attainment has a vital influence on educational 

progression. Attainment in compulsory education allows for upward social mobility; however there 

has been no change in absolute social class mobility for men over the last thirty years.  Evidence 

presented shows that white working-class boys have one of the lowest attainment results compared 

to females and other ethnic groups, and those that meet the required levels for progression to post-

16 education, have been shown not to continue with their schooling. However a boy’s participation 

decision is overwhelmingly influenced by the social context as it is also influenced by gender, race, 

and social class variables and their intersection. As a whole group white boys present a split, as it has 

been shown that most socio-economically advantaged white boys do go on to participate in HE, 

whereas most socio-economically disadvantaged white boys do not, therefore indicating that SES 

has a strong impact on the boys’ decision-making process. Despite government policies and 

initiatives, white disadvantaged boys are still under-represented in HE. As a consequence, these 

under-represented white working-class boys with potential are leaving education at the end of 

compulsory schooling and not progressing onto HE. As a result, there is an urgent need to 

understand the decision-making processes of low SES boys’ about HE, in order to overcome socio-

economic disadvantages that working-class boys may face and support upward social mobility.  

 

This review of existing literature suggests that social capital and associated resources accessed 

through networks have a fundamental impact upon decision-making. Social networks including 

family, parents, peers and teachers have a strong impact on disadvantaged boys’ HE decision-

making. Further research is required to understand who influences the boys to participate or not in 

HE and to appreciate the strength, complexity and relevance of these relationships to their decision-

making. As a result of better understanding the socially embedded nature of boys’ decision-making, 

specific resources and initiatives can be developed in order to support social networks in their 

relationships with working-class boys, so that they can have a positive influence on boys’ HE 

participation decision.  

 

The design of this study attempts to take into account many of the issues raised in the literature 

review, however this small scale study will not necessarily be able to address them all. A case study 

approach has been designed in order to explore the issues presented above. A qualitative 

interpretive approach will be employed in order to explore and illuminate white working-class boys’ 

decision-making process.  The views of both networks and the boys themselves will provide rich data 

in order to provide a nuanced account of white working-class boys’ decision-making process. 

 



 
 

44 

Thus, this study aims to explore the role and influence of social characteristics (gender, race and 

social class) and social networks on white working-class boys’ HE decision-making processes. 

Specifically, three research questions will be explored:  

 

1. In what ways do social characteristics have an impact on white working-class boys’ HE decision-

making at Key Stage 4? 

2. How do white working-class boys define and discuss the membership of their social network in 

relation to HE decision-making? 

3. In what ways, and through what processes, does the social network influence white working-class 

boys’ decision-making about HE at Key Stage 4? 
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3.0 Chapter Three - Case Study Methodology 
 
 

3.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter considers the conceptual and contextual issues informing the research design and 

describes the phenomenon under investigation; the influence of social networks on white working-

class boys’ HE decision-making process. The study sets out to illuminate what can be learned from 

this approach to understanding decision-making in order to reduce barriers to non-participation at 

18 and to improve the representation of this disadvantaged sub-group. The methodology sets out a 

discussion of the research problem, justification for the interpretive paradigm and case study 

research design, participant selection strategy, data collection methods and analytical and ethical 

considerations.  

This research study has been designed to contribute to the very limited body of knowledge and fill 

an empirical gap that exists in relation to the HE decision-making process of white working-class 

boys. The study specifically focuses on the role and influence of their social networks and asks: who 

has an influence on the boys, what that influence involves and how that influence occurs?  This 

sensitive educational research aims to provide multiple perspectives on the impact of relationships 

on the boys’ decision-making and to provide insights into the processes that boys go through when 

making decisions. In addition, the study has been designed to provide a voice for the boys and their 

‘influencers’.  Case study inquiry will provide a rich understanding of the dynamics, tensions and 

motivations of boys’ HE decision-making in general.  

The interpretive research paradigm has been adopted as it seeks to understand the subjective world 

of human experience, to ‘get inside’ the person and to understand from within in order to 

understand the phenomenon under discussion (Cohen et al, 2007). This approach clearly underpins 

the rationale for undertaking this research, as interpretivism focuses on exploring the complexity of 

the social phenomena with a view to gaining in-depth understanding adopting the use of qualitative 

data collection techniques (Collins and Hussey, 2009).   

The research has been designed to explore boys’ decision-making processes by interviewing and 

observing them at various times and locations mainly during Year 10 with some follow up in Years 

11, 12 and 13. In addition interviews were undertaken with ‘social network members’ (now termed 

‘network members’ for the purpose of this study).  Network members were identified from previous 

literature published in this field as those who they have interaction with and whose views help to 

form the context in which people make their decisions (Fuller et al, 2011), for example, parents, 
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friends and teachers.   These ‘formal’, ‘informal’, ‘intra-networks’ and ‘extra-networks’ (Foskett, R., 

2011, p. 100) are identified in Table 3.1 below, and show the range of influencers and their 

relationship to the boys.  I purposely include a range of viewpoints to support the collection of wide 

and varied range of data in order to understand the complexity of relationships between the boys 

and network members, thus revealing the impact on the HE decision-making process. This study 

aims to extend and update previous empirical research into young white male decision-making 

(Barrett, 1999) and also to provide nuanced accounts (Strand, forthcoming) to support quantitative 

studies.  

Table 3.1: Relationship to Decision-making influencers   

Network members  Relationship to Boys 

1. Parents/legal 

guardians 

2. Family 

3. Teacher 

• Formal - Intra-network  

4. Friends (Peers) • Informal - Intra-network 

5. ‘Significant others’ • Formal - Extra-network (outside of the boys own 

personal network). 

 

3.2 Research Aims 
 
The phenomenon under investigation has been designed to generate insights into the influence of 

social networks on white working-class boys’ HE decision-making process. The outcome of the case 

study research is to offer conceptions to help researchers to understand other similar cases and to 

inform policy development and professional practice.  Three research questions have been 

developed to provide specific insights: 

1. In what ways do social characteristics have an impact on white working-class boys’ HE decision-

making at Key Stage 4? 

2. How do white working-class boys define and discuss the membership of their social network in 

relation to HE decision-making? 

3. In what ways and through what processes does the social network influence white working-class 

boys’ decision-making about HE at Key Stage 4? 
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Previous empirical research into white working-class decision-making has focused on either 

quantitative (Thomas et al, 2003), qualitative (Archer and Hutchings, 2000) or a mixed method 

approach (Foskett, N., et al, 2004).  However, I have not found any examples of research that strive 

to portray ‘what it is like’ to be in a particular situation, to catch the close-up reality and ‘thick 

description’ (Geertz, 1973) of white working-class boys’ own lived experiences, thoughts about and 

feelings for HE and the influence of their social network on their HE decision-making process and 

outcome.  Geertz’s (1973) conceptualisation of ‘thick description’ highlights the importance of the 

context in which human behaviour takes place, so that the behaviour becomes meaningful.  This 

study focuses on a contemporary phenomenon within real-life contexts: school, home and HEI. The 

research setting was based on the experiences of the boys participating in a range of widening 

participation and educational activities.  I directly observed the participants within a natural 

education-based setting, their school and an Aimhigher residential based at a local HEI. I also 

interviewed them to obtain their understanding of the role and impact of interventions, context 

upon which their attitudes towards HE were formed and phenomena influencing their decision-

making.  The opportunity to gain rich data collected in a systematic and rigorous way aligned well 

with a case study inquiry method.   

3.3 Case Study Inquiry 
 
Yin (2009, p.18) suggests that a “case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon in depth and with its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident”, and this is certainly the case for this study as the 

decision-making process is informed by relationships at school and home. This case study focuses on 

providing an exploratory analysis (Thomas, 2011) of the influences of social networks on the 

decision-making process of white working-class boys to be inferred from the research participants’ 

lived experiences.  An in-depth understanding was gained through interviewing the boys at school, 

interviewing the boys’ parents, interviewing a teacher and friend from their school. In addition, 

some of the boys were observed and interviewed at an Aimhigher on-campus, university 3 day 

residential.  

Cohen et al (2007, p.253) point out that a case study approach “seeks to understand and interpret 

the world in terms of its actors and consequently may be described as interpretive and subjective” 

and is designed to bring out the details from the viewpoint of the participants by using multiple 

sources of data  (Tellis, 1997).  Each boy was identified as the primary unit of analysis (Thomas, 

2011) and ten cases were selected to provide a multiple case focus.  A multiple case focus was 

achieved through the involvement of the boys themselves and this would also provide access to 
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each boy’s social network. Yin (2009) points out that the evidence from multiple cases is often 

considered more compelling and the overall study is therefore regarded as being more robust. As 

each school had distinct operational differences regarding access to the boys the data collection 

process was adapted to meet the requirements of the school although the research instruments 

were largely the same. 

3.4 Selection Strategy 
 
Thomas (2011, p.62) argues that “‘samples’ and all the assumptions behind them are not necessary 

for a case study” as the choice that is made regarding a subject is nothing like a sample, it does not 

accurately show the quality of the whole. Whilst Cohen et al (2011, p. 161) point out that in the case 

of qualitative research “the emphasis is placed on the uniqueness of the individuals in question... 

they only represent themselves, and nobody else”. Both Cohen et al (2011) and Thomas (2011) 

advise not using the term ‘sample’ and Thomas further encourages the use of the term ‘selection’.   

Cohen et al (2011, p. 161) advise that “there are no clear rules on the size of the sample in 

qualitative research: size is informed by ‘fitness for purpose’”. I have taken guidance from previous 

qualitative inquiries similar to my own (Barrett, 1999 and Willis 1977) who had sample sizes of 12. As 

such, I assumed ten boys to be a manageable number and that would allow me to capture the 

multiple perspectives of this study.  In addition, I did not know if I would be able to retain all the 

boys for the duration of the study period and therefore, aiming for ten would also allow for some of 

the boys to withdraw without compromising the viability of the study. 

Thomas (2011 p.17) points out that case studies do not enable generalisation, instead they allow for 

“particularisation”, which is the point of undertaking a case, to develop an intensive understanding 

of the intricate nature of boys’ HE decision-making. This is supported by Patton (2002) who asserts 

that while one cannot generalise from a very small sample, one can learn from them and learn a 

great deal, often opening up new territory for further research.  Thomas (2011, p.212) discusses that 

case studies are not intended to produce induction, and puts forward inference or ‘abduction’, “the 

development of an explanatory or theoretical idea, this often resulting from close examination of 

particular cases” (Hammersley, 2005, p.5). In this study I will not compare across cases but deepen 

the understanding of the complexity of relationships and develop a conceptual framework which can 

be tested, developed, extended and used to support boys with their HE decision-making.  
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3.5 Selection of Research Participants  

3.5.1 School Selection and Participation  
 
The study fieldwork took place during the academic year 2008/09, with some follow-up over the 

following three years (2010-2012) in order to establish whether the boys had progressed to HE.  At 

the time of this study in 2008 (prior to the dissolution of Aimhigher) Hampshire schools were 

allocated to one of four Hampshire HEIs for widening participation and Aimhigher activities. Schools 

that had a low level of HE participation; based on POLAR and Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) 

data, were identified as priority ‘A-list’ schools and  had a significant number of students classified as 

‘widening participation’. Schools were classified as ‘A-list’ based on the following: 

• FSM status – % eligible for FSM within the school 

• Postcode analysis – schools are situated in a low participation area 

• Neither parent went to HE 

• Lower than average GCSE attainment based on a 4 year period 

• Higher than average percentage of school leavers (NEETS) * 

 
All ‘A-list’ schools based in South Hampshire were included in the initial selection frame order to 

specifically capture context rich cases which included disadvantaged white boys meeting all, if not 

most of the A-list classification above.  From this I contacted two schools which I felt were 

information rich as they had a significant number of white working-class boys enrolled in the school. 

However both schools declined participation in the study.  

 
Revisiting the priority A-list selection frame, Schools A and B were identified as most likely to 

participate as I had a connection with both of these schools.  School A subsequently agreed to 

participate, as I was a former pupil and had a contact working within the school who was able to 

gain access to the head teacher and present my study aims. Unknown to me, my study built on and 

developed a nationwide study that school A had just participated in.  School A was keen to extend 

their understanding and find out more about white working-class boys’ decision-making. School B 

agreed to participate in the study as I had recently become a governor at the school.  School B had 

no previous involvement in this type of study and therefore was keen to know more about their 

white working-class male students and how they could improve their support for them. At the end of 

the selection and recruitment process five boys (10 boys in total) from two schools (School A and 

School B) had been recruited to participate in the study.  
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3.5.2 Selection of Year 10 
 
Gorard et al (2006), HEFCE (2008) and the DCSF (2009) all place students in Year 10 at a critical point 

in their education lifecycle in terms of their post-16 decision-making. Additionally, Foskett, N. and 

Hemsley-Brown (2001) found that Year 10 is when boys specifically start to think about their future. 

Furthermore, in Year 10 widening participation students are invited to attend an on-campus HE 

residential (during March/April) with the overt purpose of raising students’ aspirations to attend 

university. The residential allowed me to build in observation of the boys (who attended) 

participating in the activity. I envisaged that the boys would be talking to others after this event 

about their post-16 choices, therefore allowing me to identify and capture the relationships, 

connections and influences of the social network and how these emerge. 

Given that very little is known about factors that shape and support this group’s decision to 

participate in HE or not, a carefully chosen selection method was identified. In order to recruit the 

participants, time was spent in both schools with the Student Mentor (School A) and Head of Year 

(School B) to identify which boys met the criteria of: 

• Male 

• White British ethnic origin  

• Year 10  

• Lives in a low participation area 

• Neither parent had attended HE 

• Parents occupation in NS-SEC groups 4-8 

• Listed on their school’s ‘gifted and talented’* register which is used to establish potential for 

HE participation  

 

An initial survey was also produced for the boys who were selected by the Student Mentor and Head 

of Year. The boys completed the survey at the first meeting which was designed to ascertain a range 

of socio-economic indicators, including the occupation of the main HRP in the family, which was not 

available from school held data.  This was compared to the NS-SEC classification in order to clarify 

that the boys were from working-class backgrounds.  The following section provides an account of 

the recruitment and selection process and challenges encountered to construct the participant 

group.  
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3.5.3 School A 
 
School A already had a dataset available based on ‘Aimhigher targeting guidance to schools’ (refer to 

Appendix A; p.158) on how to ‘target disadvantaged learners through the identification of ‘priority’ 

learners’.  As such, students ranked priority ‘1’ are identified as the highest priority learners and live 

in a low participation neighbourhood, as identified by neighbourhood postcodes.  In the first 

meeting at the school I was provided with a list of priority 1 learners who were also on the gifted and 

talented register (based on Cognitive Ability Test* (CAT) scores), therefore demonstrating potential 

to participate in HE. Seven boys were initially identified by the Student Mentor in conjunction with 

the ‘Gifted and Talented Co-ordinator’ from the Aimhigher priority list and five of these returned 

consent forms to confirm their participation in the study.  

 

Table 3.2 below provides an overview of the characteristics for each of the five boys based on 

information from the school’s data and my initial survey (see Appendix B; p.159). Analysis of this 

data showed that the mean CAT scores1 ranged from 107 to 119 indicating academic potential to 

participate in HE.  Four boys were identified as “White British”; the fifth was from a minority ethnic 

background; only one boy was in receipt of FSM. School A identified that they had above national 

average FSM recipients (30%), however the head teacher identified that in reality not everyone who 

is eligible actually claims and the figure within the school should be higher. The boys provided me 

with both parents’ occupation titles (where known) and from this I matched to the NS-SEC database. 

Boys 1, 2 and 3 had parents working in lower supervisory occupations, whilst boys 4 and 5 had 

parents working in managerial/professional occupations and these are the parents who have HE 

qualifications.  Three of the five boys lived in rented social housing, two in a mortgaged house.  

Aimhigher classified boys 1, 2, 3 and 5 as priority 1, meaning that they should be given highest 

priority to attend widening participation activities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Average CAT score is 100. 
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Table 3.2: School A – Social Characteristics of Boys 1-5 

Boy 

Identity 

No: 

Age CAT 

Scores 

Ethnicity  FSM Either 

parent 

HE 

qualifn  

1st in 

Family 

to go 

to HE* 

NS-SEC 

Classification 

Type of Housing Aimhigher 

Priority 

(1=most 

priority) 

Class spectrum 

Mother Father 

1 15 119 White 

British 

 ×  8 5 Social/rented 1 Working-class 

2 15 108 White 

British 

× ×  6 5 Social/rented 1 Working-class 

3 15 118 White 

British 

× ×  6 5 Social/rented 1 Working-class 

4 15 111 White 

British 

×  × 7 1 Mortgaged 4 Middle-class, 1st generation with a 

secure middle-class father but not so 

secure? Do you mean working-class 

then, or lower middle class? mother 

5 15 107 Minority 

ethnic 

×  × 2 5 Mortgaged 1 Middle-class, 2nd generation with a 

secure middle-class mother but not so 

secure father – ditto previous box, be as 

specific as you can be 

* If the boys went on to participate in HE, they would be the first in their family to do so. 
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From this process three boys (1, 2 & 3) exactly fit the selection criteria. However, School A provided 

a challenge as they wanted boys 4 and 5 to be part of the research study even though they did not 

meet the exact selection criteria. Boy 4 had already been flagged by Aimhigher targeting data as not 

being a priority, as his father had a HE qualification and the family lived outside the school council 

estate in a mortgaged property, thus not in a low participation area. Boy 5 was not from the White 

British ethnic group and his mother had a postgraduate qualification (interestingly, he was still 

identified as priority 1 in the dataset).  However, I was not in a position to refuse any of the research 

participants, the school obviously had their reasons for including the two boys who did not meet the 

selection criteria, therefore the boys were included.   

3.5.4 School B 
 
School B provided a different set of challenges. School B had not complied with Aimhigher’s request 

for anonymised student data, and therefore Aimhigher had been unable to produce a ‘priority list’ 

for the school.  In fact, School B was unaware that the Aimhigher priority classification system 

existed, even though they were supported by the same Widening Participation Officer (WPO) as 

School A.  Therefore, the Head of Year interrogated the School Information Management (SIM) 

system to identify boys from year 10 who met the following widening participation criteria:  

• FSM 

• Sex  

• Postcode 

• Potential for university study as measured by CAT scores 

 

From this, nine boys were identified to approach for participation. I was invited into school to 

provide these boys with more information and to invite them to participate in the research.  Five 

boys returned the signed consent and assent participation forms. This was disappointing, but not 

unexpected, and as Johnson and Heath (2007) identify in their research, certain groups are harder to 

reach than others. However, whilst the Head of Year was confident that the boys identified met the 

selection criteria, it was only when the boys had completed the initial survey that the true extent of 

their socio-economic background became clear.  Table 3.3 below provides an overview of the 

characteristics for each boy.  

 
The boys’ mean CAT scores ranged from 101-126 indicating above average academic potential. All of 

the boys identified themselves as “White British”.  None of the students were at that time eligible 

for FSM and none of the boys ticked the survey box to say that they had ever been eligible for FSM. 

Data regarding parents’ education showed that three out of the five parents had HE qualifications.  
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This left two boys with parents who had no previous HE experience.  As identified through matching 

to NS-SEC classification boys 1 and 2 had parents working in lower supervisory occupations, whilst 

boys 3, 4 and 5 had parents working in managerial/professional occupations and these are the 

parents who had degrees.  Unlike School A, all of the participants in School B lived in mortgaged 

houses.    
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Table 3.3: School B – Social Characteristics for Boys 6-10 

Boy 

Identity 

No: 

CAT 

Scores 

Ethnicity Age FSM Either 

parent 

degree 

1st in 

Family 

to go 

to HE* 

NS-SEC 

Classification 

Type of 

Housing 

Aimhigher 

Priority 

(1=most 

priority) 

Class Spectrum  

Mother Father 

6 105 White 

British 

15 × ×  5 5 Mortgaged Data not 

available 

Working-class 

7 104 White 

British 

15 × ×  4 5 Mortgaged Data not 

available 

Working-class 

8 119 White 

British 

15 ×  × 3 3 Mortgaged Data not 

available 

Middle-class, 2nd generation with 

secure middle-class separated 

parents but working-class step father 

9 101 White 

British 

15 ×  × 2 6 Mortgaged Data not 

available 

Middle-class, 1st generation with 

secure middle-class mother but not 

so secure father – ditto above 

10 126 White 

British 

15 ×  × 7 1 Mortgaged Data not 

available 

Middle-class, 1st generation with 

secure middle-class father but not so 

secure mother – ditto above 

* If the boys went on to participate in HE, they would be the first in their family to do so. 
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3.5.5 Selection and Participation of Network members 
 
I was keen to study the role, impact and influence of parents (Archer and Yamashita, 2003; Barrett, 

1999; Brooks, 2001; Burke, 2006; Connor, 2001; Dinsmore, 2009 and Reay et al, 2005) on the HE 

decision-making process. During the initial meeting with the boys they were asked to nominate a 

friend from school who knew them well. Peers have been identified by a number of researchers 

(Brooks, 2003; Dinsmore, 2009; Thomas and Webber, 2001, 2009) as a strong source of potential 

influence.  

 

The boys were asked to nominate a teacher within their school, who they felt knew them well and 

could provide information regarding who influences them in their HE decision-making process. The 

role of the teacher is an important one in this study, as the teacher is not as connected to the boy as 

his parents/friends and could possibly provide a more impartial account. All of the teachers agreed 

to participate in the study. However, one teacher did not understand why they had been nominated 

due to lack of a perceived relationship between themselves and the boy.  On further investigation by 

the Head of Year it was found that the boy had put the teacher’s name down as a joke, and as the 

boy confirmed to the Head of Year, they did not have a constructive relationship. Therefore, the 

Head of Year, who identified that she had a strong relationship with the boy nominated herself.   

 

3.5.6 Selection and Participation of additional Educational members 
 
Head Teachers, Deputy Heads and Careers Advisors from both schools, plus the Student Mentor 

(School A), Head of Year (School B) and WPOs who organised the Aimhigher residential all 

participated in the study. These key informants were interviewed in order to gain ‘expert’ knowledge 

of the phenomenon and their views on who influences the boys in their HE decision-making process 

and how this influence occurs, thus supporting the development of a three dimensional view 

(Thomas, 2011).  

 

3.5.7 Reflection on the Selection and Participation Process 
 

Since both schools had invested time and effort into finding the boys, I felt that it would have been 

unfair to the boys who did not meet the exact selection criteria to remove them from the participant 

group.  I also had to respect the knowledge held on the boys by the Student Mentor (School A) and 

Head of Year (School B) who both screened the students, based on my criteria, prior to putting the 

students forward. I decided to keep with the group of boys and parents who had demonstrated 
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interest by returning their assent and consent forms. This meant that the target group consisted of 

working-class and potentially middle class boys; my judgement for type of class was based on parent 

occupation and HE participation. However, social class is still very difficult to define. 

 

Ultimately tables 3.2 and 3.3 above show that each boy is very different and connected by sharing 

social characteristics (gender, race, social class), although not all of the boys came from 

economically/socially deprived backgrounds. However they are all at a stage in their life journey 

where they are thinking about their post-16 choices and this decision-making will not be made in 

isolation. The difficulties that I faced in recruiting working-class boys mirrors the challenges faced 

nationally to engage with them, by those providing widening participation initiatives (Johnson and 

Heath, 2007). 

 

3.6 Introduction to Data Collection Methods 
 
Three data collection methods were used: structured interviews (see Appendices C-D; pp.162-164), 

group interviews (see Appendices E-I; pp.165-170) and participant observation (see Appendices J-K; 

pp.171-173). Through utilising multiple qualitative data collection methods it was possible to 

strengthen the research findings, which helped to provide a multifaceted view on who and what 

influences decision-making about HE (Thomas, 2011). Table 3.4 below provides an overview of the 

participants and data collection method. 
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Table 3.4: The influence of Social Networks on White Working-class Boys’ HE Decision-Making 
Process – Research Participants and Data Collection Methods 

Boy 
No. 

School 
attend
ed 

Boys data 
collection 

Social Network structured 
interviews 

Additional 
school 
based 
structured 
interviews  

Aimhigher 
Residential 

Widening 
Participation 
Officers 
(WPO)based 
at local HEI 

 Structured 
interviews 
and 
observation 

Parent(s) Teacher Peer *Head 
teacher 
*Deputy 
head 
teacher 
*School 
Mentor 
*Careers 
Advisor 

Unstructured 
observation 

U
nstructured 

 

Group 
interview with 
3 WPOs 1 A Mother Female Male Yes 

2 A Mother Male Male Yes 
3 A Mother Male Male Yes 
4 A Mother Male Male Yes 
5 A Mother Male Male Yes 

6 B Group 
interviews 

Mother Male Male *Head 
teacher 
*Deputy 
head 
teacher 
*Head of 
Year 
*Careers 
Advisor 
 

No U
nstructured interview

s 

7 B Mother Male Male No 
8 B Mother Male Male No 
9 B Mother 

and 
Father 

Female Male Yes 

10 B Father Male Male Yes 

 

3.6.1 Interviews 
 
Interviews were chosen as a principal method of data collection as they provide opportunities to 

collect rich data through a respondent’s own lens. The interview process provided direct interaction 

with the research participants which allowed me to clearly discuss the purpose of the research and 

overcome possible misunderstandings.  Two interview types were chosen, individual structured and 

groups. Structured interviews are useful when the researcher is aware of what she does not know 

and therefore in a position to frame questions that will supply the knowledge required (Lincoln and 

Guba, 1985, p.269).  

 
Patton (2002) advocates the use of an interview guide which lists the questions and/or issues that 

are to be explored in the course of an interview.  An interview guide was produced for each set of 

interviews. All interviewees were asked the same questions in the same order, thus reducing bias 

and allowing for consistency and rigour in the approach to data collection. In addition this structured 

format allowed for comparability of responses and clarification of the concepts that were raised in 

the literature review and those ‘embryonic theories’ (Thomas, 2011 p.181) which I had developed 

whilst working on the study. 
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During the first part of the interview with all participants (boys and network members), all were 

asked to rank who they thought influenced the boys’ HE decision-making process from a pre-

determined list. This activity was developed to help break the ice and provide a clear structure for 

the discussion. As participants made judgements about the ranking I asked them to explain their 

decisions and this provided me with a clear understanding of everyone included in their social 

network. 

3.6.2 Interviews with Boys in School A 
 
Within School A I had access to the boys during lesson time and therefore sat with the boys in the 

classroom and followed the same structured interview guide with all the boys. Whilst this approach 

was a little unsettling for the boys during the first encounter, subsequent interviews and 

observations went well and the boys responded positively in my presence. Using this approach I 

would generally spend a whole day in the school, which helped me to deepen my understanding of 

the influence and impact of teachers and peers.  Table 3.5 outlines the frequency and nature of 

contact with the boys in School A over the past four years.  

Table 3.5: Frequency of contact with boys from School A 

Boy No. 09
/1

2/
20

08
 

16
/1

2/
20

08
 

12
/0

1/
20

09
 

23
/0

1/
20

09
 

27
/0

2/
20

09
 

02
/0

3/
20

09
 

16
/0

3/
20

09
 

25
-2

7/
03

/0
9 

03
/0

6/
20

09
 

16
/0

7/
20

11
 

15
/0

7/
20

12
 

To
ta

l 

1 I           I OBS GI S   5 

2 I I   I   I   OBS GI S   8 

3 I I     I I   OBS GI   S 9 

4 I I I I   I   OBS GI S S 8 

5         I I   OBS   S   4 

             

Key:             

I Interviewed          

OBS Observed          

GI Group Interview         
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S Postal Survey          

  Absent/unavailable        

 

3.6.3 Group Interviews with Boys in School B 
 
Group interviews were used predominantly with boys from School B as this was the form of access 

stipulated by the school. The interviews took place during their citizenship lesson whereby the boys 

were removed from the lesson and brought to another classroom.  None of the boys in School B 

were dominant respondents, and each was comfortable with their peers. Only 1 boy was reticent 

about the process and provided limited answers and at times conflicting information (based on 

nominated teacher and parents’ interviews).  Interestingly his peers picked up on his answers and at 

times questioned, probed and challenged his answers.  Fortunately the other boys did not follow or 

copy this behaviour. An advantage of the group interview was that the boys bounced ideas off each 

other, which added to the depth of the data collected. The group interview allowed the boys to cross 

check and develop points, which led to a more reliable and complete record. Table 3.6 below 

outlines the frequency and nature of contact with the boys in School B over the past four years.   

Table 3.6: Frequency of contact with boys from School B 

Boy No. 

12
/0

1/
20

09
 

13
/0

3/
20

09
 

23
/0

3/
20

09
 

30
/0

3-
1/

04
/2

00
9 

20
/0

4/
20

09
 

05
/0

6/
20

09
 

09
/0

6/
20

10
 

16
/0

7/
20

11
 

15
/0

7/
20

12
 

To
ta

l 

1 GI GI GI   GI GI GI S   7 

2 GI GI GI   GI GI   S S 7 

3 GI GI GI   GI GI GI S S 8 

4 GI GI GI O GI GI   S S 8 

5 GI GI GI O GI GI GI S S 9 

           

Key:           

GI Group Interview        

O Observation        

S Postal Survey        

  Absent/unavailable       
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3.6.4 Interviews with Network members 
 
Interviews with network members were used to provide an in-depth understanding of their 

influence on the boys’ HE decision-making process and how they perceived other network members. 

I waited until after the Aimhigher on-campus residential to interview the parents, peers and 

teachers in order to ascertain if the residential had any impact on the boys.  

Nine of the ten parents were interviewed at home, whilst one was interviewed at work. Eight of the 

ten interviews took place with the mother, one interview with the father and one interview with 

both mother and father. These interviews lasted between 40 minutes to 1 hour (see Appendix L; 

p.174, for interview schedule).  Interviews with peers took place in school. All boys nominated male 

friends and three of those nominated were involved in the study themselves. Refreshments were 

supplied to break the ice. Interviews lasted for approximately 10 minutes (see Appendix M; p.175, 

for interview schedule).  Teachers were interviewed in school. Some boys nominated the same 

teachers, in total seven teachers were interviewed; five male teachers and two female teachers. 

Interviews lasted between 30-40 minutes (see Appendix N; p.176, for interview schedule). 

 
At the start of each interview I asked the respondent if they would consent to the interview being 

digitally recorded. Not all respondents consented to this. Where consent was provided, the 

interviews were recorded using a digital recorder and note taking using the aforementioned 

interview guide.  Note taking was used to make key notes only and therefore allow me to 

concentrate on the participant, allowing me to probe and focus on their facial expressions and body 

language for further clues of comprehension and possible follow-up.  The dictaphone provided the 

advantage that a complete verbal record was obtained, therefore decreasing the unconscious 

selection of data favouring bias (Patton, 2002).  Directly after the interview I reviewed the recording 

and notes taken to uncover areas of ambiguity.  Where consent to record was not granted, I 

produced written notes focusing on key words. After each non-recorded interview I immediately 

went over the notes and added in additional information and emphasis to try to ensure validity of 

the data. I also reviewed and reflected further on the interviews in my research journal.  

 
Interviews with the Head Teacher, Deputy Head Teacher and Student and Careers Advisor (see 

Appendices O-Q; pp.177-180) took place at the start of year 10 in order to elicit contextual 

information about the school, widening participation initiatives and the HE decision-making process 

of white working-class boys in general. These structured interviews took place at school and lasted 

between 30 minutes and 1 hour. In addition, I undertook a group interview with the WPOs who 

organised the HE residential that seven of the boys attended. The three WPOs (see Appendix R; 
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p.181) had a lot of experience in working with disadvantaged young people and therefore I felt they 

would be able to contribute in providing yet another angle of exploration. The group interview took 

place at the HEI after the residential in July 2009 and the interview lasted 1 hour.  

3.7 Observation of Boys attending a HEI Aimhigher Residential 
 
Cohen et al (2007) suggest that observation lies at the heart of every case study and was used to 

provide further rich data when the boys attended a HEI widening participation three day residential 

which took place in March and April 2009.  Unfortunately, not all of the boys attended the 

residential. All the boys in School A attended, whilst two of the boys in School B attended. School A 

attended the first residential, whilst School B attended the second residential, which made the 

process of observation easier for me to undertake.  I was able to observe the boys during the day 

whilst they were participating in aspiration raising activities. I observed the boys in School A for the 

three day period, whilst for school B I could only attend for the second and third day, missing day 

one.  

I used unstructured observation as I did not know the format of the residential therefore I could not 

plan for the observation. As such, I produced a table (see Appendix S; p.182) and made notes on the 

boys’ participation in activities, behaviour, and interactions with students from other schools, 

lecturers, student ambassadors and students from their school, making written notes on all 

conversations that I was able to hear.  

As there were approximately fifty students from a range of schools at each residential they were 

often split up into three smaller groups and sometimes the boys got split up. Therefore I had to 

make a decision which boy(s) I would be observing, although I ensured that throughout the day I had 

observed all the boys. If on occasion I had more than one boy in the activity group then the table I 

produced was useful to record my observations.  

 
At the end of each day I also asked the boys how the day had gone, followed by a small number of 

questions, as I was aware that I didn’t want to impose on their experience of the residential. On the 

final day I asked a more detailed set of questions on the coach returning home from the residential. 

These questions were asked to all seven boys from both schools who participated in the residential.  

3.8 Reflections on Data Collection 
 
I found that the boys from School A were very happy to talk on a one-to-one basis, but didn’t feel 

comfortable with each other when I conducted a group interview at the end of Year 10 and as a 

result limited data was collected. Whilst for School B it was the opposite, the boys were very open 
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and forthcoming when discussing in a group, but not all of the boys were as comfortable on a one-

to-one basis. 

 
All the boys from School A attended the HEI residential and this can be attributed to the support and 

effort of the Student Mentor who personally phoned each of the parents and chased the boys for 

their trip consent form. The Head of Year in School B said that they would phone parents to talk to 

them about the residential, but this did not happen and only two boys attended. When I spoke to 

the boys who did not attend the residential in the next group interview they were somewhat morose 

as they had heard that the residential had been a great experience and felt that they had missed out. 

I talked to them about their non-return of the consent form and two confirmed that it had remained 

in their bag and they were not reminded about getting it signed by parents. One boy stated that his 

mother had completed the form and he had returned it, but he was still not picked to go on the 

residential which he was aggrieved about.  

 
The observation at the residential yielded some information but not as much as I anticipated. It was 

difficult to hear and record verbal conversations as I did not place myself as a direct participant in 

their peer groups, as this would have been inappropriate. However, during breaks and movements 

to different activities I tried to discretely and quickly ask each boy how they were getting on and 

their thoughts on the experience and impact on HE decision-making. Six of the seven boys were 

happy to answer whilst one was more reluctant and displayed negative body language. I therefore 

chose to talk to this boy at the end of the day to ensure that I gave him plenty of space during the 

day, so that he didn’t feel that I was intruding on his personal space.  

 

3.9 Analysis of Data 
 

3.9.1 Introduction  
 
Data was analysed in order to identify themes and categories that captured the essence of the data 

(Thomas, 2011).  Transcripts were cleaned to ensure that they corresponded with the data held on 

the digital recorder. I used Nvivo software (QSR Interactional, 2011) in order to help organise, track 

and code the data as altogether 55 structured personal interviews, 7 group interviews and a number 

of observations, had been undertaken. As advised by Hatch (2002), I used a two stage approach to 

analyse interview data. Initially a ‘typological analysis’ was undertaken in order to obtain a feel for 

and understanding of the interview data. The second stage used the ‘interpretive analysis’ approach, 
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in order to move past description and offer emerging themes. To analyse observation data, an 

‘inductive analysis’ approach was utilised. Guidance from Hatch (2002) has been used for all analysis 

in order to obtain consistency among and between methods of analysis; the following section details 

how the data were analysed.  

 

The first stage involved producing a ‘typological analysis’, whereby the interview data was divided 

into categories, based on predetermined typologies (see Appendix T; p.183). These were generated 

from the research objectives and literature review and used to devise the interview guide. The 

advantage of using this approach is its efficiency (Hatch, 2002).  However, starting with 

predetermined categories may blind the researcher to other important dimensions in the data; 

therefore I ensured that additional categories were added when they arose.  Overall a systematic 

process was followed in the typological analysis approach, and each step is discussed below. 

 

I had gained a strong understanding of conceptual theories and topics from the literature review and 

used these to help frame the data.  Whilst reading the transcripts I marked entries related to my 

typologies – data was read through, identifying one typology (see Appendix U; p.185) at a time, 

using Nvivo to organise the chunks of data. As advised by Hatch (2002, p.148) I always asked the 

question – “does this information relate to my typology?” or add to answering the research 

questions. The outcome of this stage was to separate the large data set into smaller sets based on 

the predetermined typologies or add a new typology. I re-read entries by typology, recording the 

main ideas of each entry on a summary sheet. During this stage each typology was looked at in more 

detail using a summary sheet to write a brief statement of the main idea of the data excerpt on the 

summary sheet, therefore creating a summary of a large amount of data.  

 

I looked for patterns, relationships, themes within the typologies – at this stage types of patterns 

were identified; similarity, difference, frequency, sequences, correspondence and causation. I had to 

decide if patterns were supported by the data, and also searched data for non-examples of patterns. 

Here I found that not all excerpts fitted into the defined categories, therefore I had to judge whether 

the category was justified by the data. All decisions were driven by the data. If new categories arose, 

then these were explored. I also employed the “constant comparative method” (Thomas, 2011, 

p.171) going through the data again and again and also searching for non-examples as a systematic 

measure that was undertaken by re-reading all of the data set, not just the portions highlighted, 

questioning “is there anything in the data that contradicts my findings?” Data that was counter to 

findings had to be taken into account and either satisfactorily explained or the findings were 
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changed. As relationships among the findings were identified, I looked for connections across what 

had already been found.  

 

Patterns were subsequently organised as themes that captured the essence of the data. Finally, data 

excerpts that supported my themes were selected.  This was also used as a final check on the 

analysis, as Hatch (2002) identifies, that too many good examples to report are a sign that findings 

are well supported, whilst too few good quotations, do not allow for a compelling case to be made. 

 

3.9.2 Interpretive Analysis for Interview data 
 
Hatch (2002) advises that researchers will be better grounded in the data if they have spent time 

transforming data in descriptive and analytical ways; this was achieved in the typological analysis 

process identified above.  The interpretive form of analysis supported making interpretive 

judgements which clearly underpinned the extensive qualitative interview data collected. Hatch 

(2002, p. 180) discusses that: 

 

“Interpretation is about giving meaning to data. It’s about making sense of social situations 

by generating explanations for what’s going on within them. It’s about making inferences, 

developing insights, attaching significance, refining understandings, drawing conclusions, 

and extrapolating lessons”. 

 

The framework proposed by Hatch (2002) provided tools for linking interpretations to data and 

allowed me to make meaningful sense of the social phenomena of the impact and influence of the 

boys’ social networks on their HE decision-making process. Interpretation was primarily undertaken 

through accessing impressions and reflections recorded in my research journal to provide a rich 

starting place for developing interpretations. The process of reviewing these impressions led to the 

identification of relationships among impressions and the formation of new insights. Memos were 

written which allowed me to elaborate my initial understanding by making connections and positing 

hunches about what was going on, allowing me to make sense and understand the social contexts 

captured in the data.  Memos were useful in explaining behaviours, describing emerging insights, 

drawing conclusions and discussing potential significance of observed events.  

 

Memos were further studied for salient interpretations and then organised according to how they 

related to each other, to obtain a sense of the big picture which addressed the research aims.  As 

with the typological analysis interpretations were supported or challenged.  I systematically 
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searched for places that directly related to the interpretations in the memos. Once deductively 

located, these were coded.  This process allowed me to identify evidence which was grounded in the 

study and supported interpretations. Finally, I wrote a draft summary which included explanations, 

insights, conclusions, lessons and understandings drawn from the analysis. The summary 

communicated interpretations so that they could be understood by others not familiar with the 

context of the study.  

 

3.9.3 Inductive Analysis for Observation data 
 
Inductive analysis was used to analyse the unstructured observation data that had been collected on 

the boys attending an on-campus university residential over a combined period of five days. Hatch 

(2002, p. 161) identifies that “to argue inductively is to begin with particular pieces of evidence, then 

pull them together into a meaningful whole”.  The advantage of using inductive analysis is that it 

allowed me to make sense of the context specific observation data of the boys attending and 

interacting with a range of people and social situations; it provided me with an opportunity to 

observe and listen to the boys interacting with others in a real environment and to ask the boys in a 

HE setting ‘who’ influences them and ‘how’ the influence occurs. Through Nvivo I coded my written 

notes of the observation and used these to triangulate with other primary research.   

 

3.10 Ethical Considerations 
 
Cohen et al (2011, p. 177) advise that educational research, far from being “neat, clean, tidy, 

unproblematic and a neutral process”, is to be regarded as “shot through with actual and potential 

sensitivities”. It is the “social context of the research that makes the research sensitive”.  This study 

includes extensive data collection with minors and as such, sensitive ethical considerations have 

formed a large part of this study. This section aims to provide an understanding of the ethical 

protocol that I, the researcher, developed to underpin this study.  Full copies of all ethical guidelines 

can be found in Appendix V; p.186. 

3.10.1 Consent and procedures to protect rights of participants 
 
During all forms of communication (written and verbal) confidentiality was assured to the schools 

and the participants.  Participants under the age of 16 which included the ten boys and their 

nominated friends were asked to sign a written assent form which was produced in line with British 

Educational Research Association (BERA) and University of Southampton guidelines. In addition, 

legal guardians were required to sign a consent form which allowed their son to participate in the 
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study and also a consent form to participate in the study themselves (see Appendices W-Y; pp.194-

197 for consent forms). 

In order to keep both schools and boys anonymous, schools have been referred to as School A and 

School B within the geographical context of Hampshire, thus ensuring that they are not identifiable.  

Participants have also been provided with a number to protect their identity and they had it 

explained to them that when published it would not be identifiable as theirs.    

 

3.10.2 Relationships with participants 
 
Gall et al (1996) points out that a researcher could become personally involved and interact closely 

with the participants.   Despite the best efforts from researchers it is inevitably impossible to remain 

a neutral party and have no influence over the results.  Through understanding the reflexive 

convention (Watt, 2007) I have actively thought about possible biases, critically reflecting on how 

these may have influenced the results.  

 
I already knew that if I wanted to elicit the context rich data which underpins construction of the 

case study, I would have to develop a relationship with the boys.  This was quickly achieved as I 

spent time with each boy individually in the classroom setting in School A so I was able to discuss 

hobbies, interests and aspirations, which allowed me to naturally develop the relationship.  In School 

B I did not have individual time with the boys, instead always saw them as a group. However, I did 

not find that this lessened the relationship and meaningful data was elicited this way.  

 
As I am a trained teacher who spent the first three years of my career teaching in a secondary 

school, I had the advantage that I am comfortable in the school environment and I have considerable 

experience in interacting with participants of this age and social background.  In addition, I am well 

aware of the power relationships that exist between student and teacher.  I managed the 

relationships through honest and open communication with the boys, respecting their views and 

opinions.  Due to the young age of the participants, their lack of life experiences, possible naivety 

and the fact that participants had not been involved in a research project of this nature before, I 

used empathy when required and always looked to put them at their ease to help grasp the meaning 

of the phenomenon. Finally, for every meeting I had with the boys, I always took along their 

favourite chocolate bar as a way of breaking down barriers and also confirming to them that I 

appreciated their participation in the study.  
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3.10.3 Debrief 
 
In accordance with BERA guidelines, participants were debriefed at the end of Year 10 regarding the 

stage of the research and also with regards to follow up in Year 11. The boys responded positively 

that they would be willing to participate in a follow-up group interview at the end of Year 11.  

However, only School B was able to organise the group interview which took place in June 2010. The 

School Mentor in School A had been given a different job within the school and was no longer in a 

position to organise a meeting with the boys. The boys subsequently went on exam study leave, so 

the opportunity had passed. 

 
The boys agreed that they would be willing to participate in a postal survey in July 2011 to 

investigate their decision-making about HE and specifically to find out if they had decided to apply 

for HE. All ten boys responded to this postal survey.  A final postal survey was sent out to all boys 

(addressed to parents) in July 2012 to determine if they had decided to go onto HE. Six out of the ten 

boys responded to the survey.  

3.11 Summary of Methodology 
 
The methods which were used in this study were considered to be fit for purpose and supported the 

collection of qualitative data to underpin the interpretive approach. Rich data was sensitively 

collected from boys, their nominated network members and counter points which has allowed me 

to present detailed findings in the next chapter.  The findings present the role and impact of network 

members on the HE decision-making process in order to reduce the barriers to non-participation at 

18 and to improve the representation of this disadvantaged group in HE.  
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4.0 Chapter Four - Research Findings and Analysis: Boys 

perceptions of their social network on influencing their HE decision-

making process 
 

4.1 Introduction to Chapter 
 
The chapter begins by outlining the breadth and depth of data collected from the boys and providing 

a biographic overview of each boy. Table 4.1 provides an overview of how data was collected from 

the boys over the past four academic years from 2008/9 to 2012/13.  

 

Table 4.1: Overview of Boy Data Collection  

School Boy 
No: 

Data Collection Duration of interview 

A 1-4 2-5 individual interviews per boy 10-30 minutes 

1 group interview with all boys 40 minutes 

3 day observation at Aimhigher Residential n/a 
Postal Survey x2 (July 2011, July 2012) n/a 

B 6-10 5-6 group interviews with all boys 40-50 minutes 

3 day observation at Aimhigher Residential n/a 

Postal Survey x2 (July 2011, July 2012) n/a 

 

A biographic overview for each boy (Appendix Z; p.198) provides information on family structure, 

who the boy lives with, number of siblings. The overview identifies if the boy attended the 

Aimhigher residential and aspirations whilst in KS4. The final three columns provide information on 

the boys’ post-16 trajectories. 

 

Analysis of the data revealed that while there is no simple picture on the role of the social network 

influencing the boys to progress (or not) to HE some clear themes and patterns did reveal 

themselves during the analysis process. This chapter presents three themes that supported the 

explanation of how boys’ HE decision-making is influenced through the nature and composition of 

the social network. Through the lens of the boys I reveal the influence of: 

 

1. Network members supporting talk 

2. Aspiration raising 

3. Agency and the impact this has on boys 
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In addition my analysis of the evidence helps to illuminate the phenomenon of influence; how it 

occurs, where, when and strength of influence. I also reveal the role and impact of social 

characteristics, gender, race and social class affecting the influence of social networks on white 

working-class boy’s HE decision-making process. Finally this chapter will expose the barriers that 

boys faced during their decision-making for HE. Bound up within each of these themes are social 

characteristics which provide mediated constraints on the boys’ HE decision-making, in addition, 

educational policy factors that the boys did not notice or understand but helped to shape their 

decision-making.  

 

The processes of talking, aspirations and agency (individual and collective) are inextricably linked, as 

shown in Figure 4.1 below. Figure 4.1 identifies that talk feeds aspiration and both feed agency, 

therefore the starting point is ‘talk’. In order to reveal the phenomenon at work and to understand 

how these processes shape white working-class boys’ HE decision-making process, I present the 

findings section based on Figure 4.1. The chapter will use the Decision-Making Influencers model 

(Foskett, R., 2011) to look at each network member in turn. Selected quotations have been used as 

illustrative evidence to support the strength of analysis and include the boys’ voices.  Quotations are 

presented according to current writing conventions, they are indented and gaps in what is translated 

is indicated by …; words not actually spoken are in [square brackets]. I have included shorter 

quotations directly in the text to support flow of the writing.  

 
Figure 4.1 – Relationship between processes of talking, aspirations and agency 
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4.2 Talking, aspiration and agency – role and impact on boys’ HE decision-
making process 

4.2.1 Introduction to talk, aspiration and agency 
 

As found by Dyke (20011, p.104) “social networks produce varying levels and types of resources that 

create both barriers and enablement to action.” Throughout the analysis process, I have constantly 

come back to the resource of ‘talk’ by network members to support the boys with their HE decision-

making process. For the purpose of analysis, I defined ‘talking’ as verbal speech which encompassed 

but was not limited to: conversation, discussion, argument, debate, advice and also listening.  

A large part of ‘talk’ that the boys engaged in also extended to listening to their social networks and 

significant others, as such talk was sometimes didactic in process. Examples of talk that the boys 

discussed was not always provided on a personal or even interactive basis, but included small 

groups, classroom subject groups, year group assemblies and whole school assemblies. Interactive 

talk engaged the boys in discussion about HE participation and was more often provided at specific 

Aimhigher and widening participation activities based at university campuses, for example, the three 

day residential that a number of the boys attended and some boys also participated in one day 

events at local HE providers.  

Aspiration is defined as “a hope or ambition to achieve something” (Oxford Dictionary, 2013). 

Aspiration is important to this study as it is strongly linked to academic attainment (Furlong and 

Biggart, 1999). Aspirations for HE can develop as a result of talking and therefore identifying 

influence of social networks in developing HE aspirations is shown (see Figure 4.1 above).  Raising 

aspirations for HE from under-represented groups was the principle reasoning for Aimhigher and 

was acknowledged as the key way for increasing motivation and engagement with learning (Archer 

et al, 2010).  

In this chapter I will present evidence to suggest that ‘talk’ provides a positive catalyst, which 

promotes consideration and/or reflection on HE. I will also draw on the concept of ‘horizons for 

action’ (Hodkinson et al, 1996) in order to analyse the impact of dispositions and changes to HE 

decision-making.  

The concept of individual agency is a logical inclusion with this analysis as it contributes towards the 

boys’ ability to make independent decisions about HE progression. This section illuminates the boys’ 

perceptions regarding the extent to which they see themselves as independently making their own 

decision about HE participation or if they have been influenced by network members in this process. 

The section further presents findings on the boy’s awareness of both constraints and facilitating 
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factors which impact on their capacity to act independently about HE decision-making. Individual 

agency is constrained by “wider social and institutional arrangements that bound individual’s 

actions” (Tomlinson, 2013, p.6) and this section will attempt to reveal the impact of structure, 

including the influence of the social network and social class on the boys’ independent capability to 

decide about HE participation. The following section looks at the perceived influence of the 

immediate family on HE participation through the processes of talk, aspiration and agency.   

4.3 Role of immediate family in talking, aspiration and agency’ on HE 
decision-making 
 
The immediately family comprised of parents and formed part of the boy’s formal intra-network. All 

of the boys lived with their biological mothers (see Appendix Z; p.198), five of the boys lived with 

both of their biological parents, three of the boys lived with step-fathers and one boy lived in a 

single parent family. Overall, whilst parents provided positive support for their sons, it became 

apparent that the role and influence of each parent differed. Patterns emerged from the data 

revealing gendered roles of the parents e.g. mothers tended to be more supportive and involved in 

talking to their sons than fathers; only three of the boys knew what their fathers aspirations were 

when they left school, interestingly none of the boys knew what their mothers aspirations at that 

time were. Whilst Boy 2 was the only participant to voice that:  

“they didn’t really have any aspirations of what they wanted to do”.  [Boy 2, working-class].  

Signalling that possible ‘poverty of aspirations’ (Roberts and Atherton, 2011) were held when his 

parents were his age.  

Turning to mother’s education, all of the boys’ mothers completed either ‘O’ levels or GCSEs. From 

this, six of the mothers went on to undertake further education or training to level 3, two mothers 

went straight to work and one mother became pregnant and had her first child. None of the mothers 

who completed their level 3* qualifications attended HE directly after completing post-19 education, 

however, two of the mothers returned to education as mature students to study level 3 

qualifications and another two of the mothers also returned to education as mature students and 

went on to study to level 7* (postgraduate).  

The boys presented their mothers as having a strong and powerful influence; mothers produced 

most of the talking in the family about aspirations and future plans and focused on talking to nurture 

their son’s aspirations and life plans.  All boys discussed the positive impact that their mothers had 

on their HE decision-making through talking about post-16 progression to college.  
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Boy 2 illuminated the importance of catalysts for talking, such as parents evening and how his 

mother used these to frame subsequent talks. Parents evening provided a constructive opportunity 

to talk about progress at school and future plans.  

“My mum has little talks with me here and there. After parents evening they become very 

big talks. She is very supportive.”     [Boy 2, working-class] 

 

Boy 6 recounted that his mother constantly talked to him about his future and going to university.  

The quote below exemplifies the type of intense talking which has had a powerful effect on attaining 

academically in school in order to progress to college then university: 

“I think my mum only ever talks about “[boys name], get a good grade, go to university, get 

paid, help your mum when you are older”… she wants the best for me but she keeps going on 

about it…., she’s told me I’m going to college and university, I don’t have a choice.”  

        [Boy 6, working-class] 

 
However, despite the mother of Boy 6’s regular talks, decisions are embodied within social contexts. 

At the end of Year 10, the father of Boy 6 was made redundant having a considerable negative 

impact on the family. Boy 6 discussed that his mother was constantly stressed due to his father’s 

redundancy: 

“There is a tense relationship between the family. I feel left out”.     

 [Boy 6, working-class]   

The talks about Boy 6’s future had now stopped and he missed that reason for interaction with his 

mother.   

Boy 10 highlighted that his mother had not participated in HE, and therefore he could not be guided 

by her own experience, however, he did find value in her advice: 

 

“I think she always wants the best for me, it’s like, if she, I don’t think I’m so much as inspired 

by her actions or by what she does but usually I don’t know, she’s helpful with advice and 

stuff but she wants to be, again its more kind of she wants the best for me I think rather than 

telling me specific things like you want to do this you can get this job.”    

[Boy 10, middle-class] 
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This example demonstrates a more subtle approach to talking whereby the mother is not the 

dominant or powerful influence on her son. In this case the father of Boy 10 was far more dominant 

and powerful as he progressed to HE at the age of 19 and was the first in his family to do so.  

This discussion topic on the role of fathers was more intricate as some boys discussed both their 

biological father and step-father. Some boys were able to articulate how their fathers’ talk had 

supported them, however, not all boys were able to identify how their fathers had talked to them 

and supported them with their future plans.  Boy 4 (middle-class), whose father had been to 

university, identified verbal encouragement for “extra homework and stuff”.  This had a positive 

influence on Boy 4 who received positive reports from school and completed his homework on time. 

Boy 10 (middle-class), whose father had been to university, discussed at length the “heavily 

persuading” influence that his father had on his university course choice.  

What is revealed here is that fathers with HE experience become a more evident force and are able 

to talk to their sons about HE and support for educational progression. None of the step-fathers had 

HE experience. Apart from Boys 4 and 10 no other examples were given of how fathers (biological or 

step) talked to the boys to influence their HE decision-making.  

 

The mother of Boy 3 often talked to her son about his future role and he recounted a conversation 

with his mother about getting another dog, demonstrating dialogue at home about Boy 3’s plans for 

the future.  

“Mum, there is no point in getting another dog, I am going to university in three 

years time and there will be no-one to look after the dog”.    

[Boy 3, working-class] 

Boy 3’s mother had spent a lot of time discussing her aspirations for her son to become a doctor, 

despite the fact that Boy 3 had no interest in becoming a doctor, dreaming instead of becoming a 

musician:  

“I think my mum wants me to do something really good with my life like be a doctor or 

something.”            

        [Boy 3, working-class] 

 

Boy3 shared that his mother didn’t think that music would be a good option, as she had told him: 
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 “It would not lead anywhere or provide enough money to live a comfortable life”. 

       [Boy 3, working-class] 

All of the boys discussed the supportive impact that their mothers had on their HE decision-making 

through aspiration raising for post-16 progression to college and HE including “she’s got a big 

influence”, “she wants the best for me” and “she wants me to be happy”.   

 
Boy 1 revealed that his mother had expressed her views on the importance of attaining at school on 

his ability to achieve his aspirations: 

 

  “My mum has said “if you don’t do well at school you won’t be able to do anything.”   

 [Boy 1, working-class] 

 

However, Boy 1 consistently conveyed that his mother had very limited influence and that he 

himself had the most influence on his educational aspirations:  

 

“They want me to do what I want to do.”       

[Boy 1, working-class] 

 

Leaving it open to Boy 1 to follow his own aspirations, rather than those identified or imposed by his 

parents. However, when Boy 1 returned from the Aimhigher residential, with a vision for his future, 

his mother was there to support him with looking at college courses, demonstrating collective 

agency:  

 

“I really want to go to uni. I have spoken to my mum and we have looked on the computer at 

home over the weekend [after residential] at music diplomas at college. Now I am really 

focusing on music.”          

[Boy 1, working-class]   

The outcome of the Aimhigher catalyst was that Boy 1 undertook additional research into courses 

with support from his mother and identified for the first time a clear horizon for post-16 education.  

Boy1 also followed this up:  

“I have talked to my music teacher and he has given some good advice about music 

diplomas [at college]”.         

 [Boy 1, working-class]   
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This ultimately led Boy 1 to successfully apply for a place at college to study music.   

Boy 2 also revealed that his mother had a limited influence on his HE aspirations because she had no 

HE experience herself: 

 “Not really because they haven’t been to um, only one college.”    

[Boy 2, working-class] 

This was an aspect which he perceived as vital in order to provide necessary support for HE 

progression. Boy 2 also highlighted that his mother held aspirations for him which could be termed 

as ‘understanding’ with a focus on happiness, rather than high or powerful aspirations:  

 
“They don’t really mind what I do as long as I’m happy with what I’m doing…she doesn’t 

mind if I fail but she expects me to do well cos I have been doing well, she wouldn’t mind if I 

didn’t.”           

[Boy 2, working-class] 

Turning to the influence of the father on aspiration raising, it was found that step-fathers had a more 

positive influence than biological fathers and this supports the emerging finding that whoever the 

boy lives with is in a position to be more influential as they have more ‘face-time’; this pattern is 

illuminated below.  

Three of the boys discussed the influence of their biological father compared to their step-father; 

Boys 2, 3 and 8 exemplify the role of step parents within the family. The boys articulated the lack of 

influence that their biological fathers had and asserted the more positive role of their step-fathers 

had.  Boy2 clearly identified that his biological father did not have a big influence as he had limited 

contact:  

“My dad doesn’t really. I don’t really see him too much but my step-dad, he’s like more 

helpful towards it [HE participation].”        

  

[Boy 2, working-class] 

 

 

Boy 2 discussed that his step-father helped him with computers when they were together after 

school.  Whereas Boy 8 made the point that as he lived with his step-father, he had more influence 

in his future aspirations:  
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“My dad doesn’t really have a say but I think he wants me to make money. But since I don’t 

live with him he doesn’t really have a say in my education. My stepdad does cos he lives with 

me – he wants me to do well and have fun.”       

[Boy 8, middle-class] 

 

Ultimately a pattern that emerges from the data is that the boys who live with step-fathers were 

very respectful of them and their influence. None of these step-fathers had HE experiences, 

however, Boys 2 and 3 step-fathers were in the process of retraining, widening their horizons and 

therefore had shown and shared with the boys the importance of having goals and visions, as the 

boys knew exactly what their step-fathers were doing, however they were not so sure about their 

biological fathers’ job roles. Boy 1 also drew out the concept of ‘trust’ when discussing his biological 

father in relation to influence. Boy1 shared that his father was meant to have helped him organise 

his work experience placement, but had not and that this was not an isolated incident (as confirmed 

by his mother):  

“He [biological father] doesn’t influence me at all. I see my dad every other weekend, but I 

am not getting on with him at the moment. He promised to do something for me, but he 

didn’t. I have lost trust in my dad. “        

[Boy 1, working-class] 

 

Boy 3 compared the influence that his mother and step-father had and conveyed that despite his 

step-father’s best intentions he was unable to provide the same influence as his mother:  

 

“I don’t see my biological dad that often really…My step-dad has quite a big influence, he 

tries to be as big as my mum but he isn’t, he tries his best.“     

[Boy 3, working-class]  

   

Boy 6 also contrasted the support and influence between both parents; his father possessing a more 

laid back and less ‘pushy’ approach than his mother: 

 

“My mum’s like “[boy name] - you are going to college and I want you to do really good” and 

my dad’s like “[boy name] if you do good, you do good but I just want you to do your best – 

so it will be good if you go to college and university”…My dad wants me to do better than 

what he does. He wants me to do well but he isn’t as pushy as my mum.”   
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[Boy 6, working-class] 

 

This quote also highlights that the Boy 6 father’s aspirations for his son are higher than the ones that 

he held for himself.  

 

Boy 10 (middle-class) is the only boy to discuss that his father had far more influence on his 

aspirations and horizons than his mother, and discussed his father’s focus on getting a “good 

course”. The father of Boy 10 was the first in his family to go to university, completed a science 

degree at Russell University and was very keen for his son to undertake a science based course at a 

comparable university. Boy 10’s father also organised for his son to have work experience in an 

engineering organisation through his social network. Boy 10 did not enjoy the work placement which 

helped him to narrow his choice biography. The father of Boy 10 was able to have a powerful 

influence as he is one of two fathers who participated in HE straight after college:   

 

“My dad definitely wants me to go to uni and college but I think he’d be annoyed if I didn’t do 

what he classed as a good course so he has quite a big say, but at the same time I’ve got 

freedom to decide. I think he wants me to do certain stuff he doesn’t want me to do things 

like go to the arts thing, music... You know, but he still wants me to do well and stuff… but 

again it’s not so much you will do that - its more heavily persuading.”  

        [Boy 10, middle-class] 

 
Boy 10 had access to a dense social network which had been used to extend his horizons for action. 

He was able to draw upon the value of the HE and work experiences within his network to provide 

support for his HE decision-making.  What defineD Boy 10 and also Boy 8 in particular from the rest 

of the boys was their access to social networks with cultural capital, moreover that both boys were 

emotionally mature enough to use support to mobilize their aspirations. This distinguishes these two 

boys who hold considerable middle class characteristics (e.g. parents with higher income as a result 

of holding professional qualifications) from the other boys in the study and further highlights the 

impact of social class on the process of decision-making.  

   

4.4 Role of other family in talking, aspiration and agency’ on HE decision-
making 
 
Parents mentioned the role of aunts, uncles and grandparents, but these were rarely discussed by 

the boys. As such, I have inferred that for extended family to have an impact on HE decision-making 



 
 

80 

they had to be in a relationship with the boys, to have developed a sense of trust and be able to 

spend time with their grandsons or nephews. Furthermore, they had to have a catalyst for 

discussion, as shown in the example below of Boy 8’s examination results from Year 10.  

Boy8 was the only boy to discuss the talking that took place between him and his grandmother and 

he articulated that his grandmother had very little influence due to negative comments: 

 

“What I don’t listen to is what my gran wants, she went, cos I got a B in my English which I’m 

very happy with, she said that’s not good enough you need an A* so, occasionally someone 

in my family puts me down but I just ignore that…Yeah she said you’re always telling me 

you’ve got A*s so that’s not good enough.”  

[Boy 8, middle-class]

   

Boy 8 clearly didn’t find this discussion supportive. Although this provides an example of the 

grandparent talking there is little benefit in terms of aspiration and agency.  

 

The boys provided very few examples of extended family members who had a positive influence on 

their HE aspirations.  Only Boy 6 was able to provide a specific example of how a family member had 

provided inspirational support. Boy 6 discussed how his grandfather had inspired him to perform a 

job that helps people: 

 

“My Granddad because he’d been in the Navy for god knows how many years, that’s what 

kind of inspired me to like, when he travels the world and helps, I want to help people I don’t 

want to be sitting on a chair in my daytime job, sitting at a computer for ten hours a day and 

just go home, the same thing every day, I want something to change every day.”   

        [Boy 6, working-class] 

 

Unfortunately for Boy 6 his horizons for action were interrupted by a significant unexpected ‘turning 

point’ (Hodkinson et al, 1996, p.4) as his father’s redundancy turned out be a trigger for much bigger 

changes within the family.  

 
Turning to the influence of siblings (Appendix Z; p.198, ‘sibling’ column), seven of the boys all had 

younger siblings. None of the boys mentioned anything positive about talking to their younger 

siblings. Four of the boys identified that they had an older sibling. Boys 7 and 8 discussed that they 
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talked to their older brothers about HE and their future plans, but only Boy 7 knew what his older 

brother was doing when he left college:  

 

“Well with my brother cos he’s going to university in four months time… and he’s going to 

Cardiff or Swansea to study Law”.         

[Boy 7, working-class] 

 

Boys 3 and 9 both had an older sister and both conveyed that she had very little impact on them, as 

they did not talk to her. The boys expressed via their tone of voice that they did not value talking to 

their older sister.  Boys 3 and 9 attended different schools, however, their attitudes and feelings 

expressed towards their older sister were identical. This continues the theme of gendered roles, as 

mentioned in the previous section, although paradoxically the sister has much less influence.  

 

The analysis of boys’ responses identified that sibling influence appears to be limited. Older siblings 

had the potential to have an impact due to going through the experience of HE decision-making 

process themselves, however, this influence was rarely observed. Younger siblings were found to 

have a very limited impact as they were unable to talk and relate to their older brother’s decision-

making process. Extended family influences were limited and although Boys 6 and 8 both give 

examples of potential influence, there is not sufficient evidence within the sample to draw stronger 

conclusions. There was no identified impact on the agency theme.  

 

4.5 Role of other friends in talking, aspiration and agency’ on HE decision-
making 
 

Friends formed part of the boys’ informal intra-network and the boys discussed the influence of 

talking to a variety of friends (not just the friend that they had nominated) and the impact on 

aspiration. 

            

The majority of the boys articulated that they spoke to their friends about going onto college/HE, 

however, the discussion was diluted in the context of the boys’ day to day activities which 

predominantly revolved around male gendered activities of music, football and computer games. All 

of the parents identified that their sons would spend part of their evenings playing on their games 

consoles and some of these were connected to the internet allowing the boys to play with their 

school friends in the virtual world of gaming.   
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Boy 3 voiced that he spoke to his friends “a lot” about his future. Boy 3 was in a band and played 

events at public houses, supported by the music department. Boy 3’s friends were interested in his 

music and were keen to talk to the boy about his future in the music industry. 

At the other end of the spectrum Boy 1 declared that:  

“I never really talk about this sort of thing with my friends”.      

[Boy 1, working-class] 

Boy 1 very rarely discussed his aspirations with anyone in his intra-network and rarely called on the 

support of his social network.  Boy 4 expressed that:  

“Sometimes I discuss with my friends what they are doing [when we leave school] – but only 

as a last resort”.          

[Boy 4, middle-class] 

This insightful revelation supports my observation that boys should be provided with a reason to talk 

about post-16 and HE progression.  

The rest of the boys fell in the middle with “sometimes”, “a bit”, “sort of”, talk to their friends about 

HE and their future. Whilst Boy 2 revealed that: 

“I don’t talk a lot with friends about going, what I am doing when I leave school, only [name 

of best friend at school]”.          

[Boy 2, working-class] 

I found that both Boy 2 and his friend were planning on going to the same college to study the same 

subjects, therefore a catalyst was evident. 

The majority of the boys articulated that they had “some influence” on aspiration raising, only Boy 3 

(working-class) voiced that his friends had a “strong influence”, whilst Boy 1 (working-class) was the 

only one to declare that his friends had “limited influence” on his decision-making.  

 
The case of Boy 10 highlights the theme of ‘shared’ aspirations, which in this case provided a 

powerful catalyst for HE participation. Boy 10 (middle-class) had discussed that he was “always 

going to university”, therefore those friends that shared his aspiration helped to make it more 

realistic: 

“…I think a lot of my friends do want to go to uni and I find that a positive influence.....I mean 

some of my friends aren’t so positive but I think the ones who want to go to uni have kind of 
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encouraged me, that that’s you know, a good path to go on.”     

        [Boy 10, middle-class] 

 
Finally Boy2 discussed the perceived influence of the level of learning required in order to progress 

onto college: 

 
“The other reason is that the level of education is too high and so they [friends] would not 

keep it up….”            

[Boy 2, working-class] 

    
Therefore, identifying a perceived barrier towards HE participation, as friends felt that they would 

not have what it takes intellectually to participate in HE. This working-class construction helped to 

support the traditional normal biographies of white working-class young men who go into work 

rather than continue with education. Whilst I have already shown that the Aimhigher residential was 

a very strong catalyst for talking about HE and raising aspirations, it was only available to a maximum 

of ten young people from ‘priority A’ schools in Year 10 annually. As such, a very small minority got 

to experience the benefits of this highly inspiring event, partly designed to dispel concerns regarding 

the level of intellectual capability required to participate in HE.   

 
The analysis of the influence of friends illustrates a clear emerging pattern that boys who had a 

catalyst to talk about their future, such as music events or shared progression decisions, more 

frequently spoke about progression to HE. Overall the boys did not express that friends had a 

powerful influence on their decision-making and that boys’ discussion for their future is very much 

mediated through day to day activities that the boys participate in. As with other family members, 

there was no identified impact with the agency theme.  

4.6 Role of teachers in talking, aspiration and agency’ on HE decision-
making 
 
Teachers formed part of the boys’ formal intra-network. Boys discussed the influence of individual 

teachers (nominated and other) and departments. The discussion highlighted two perspectives. 

Firstly that some boys were able to approach teachers and talk to them directly about their 

aspirations for post-16 study. Secondly, some teachers used the classroom as an opportunity to talk 

to the students about their own HE experiences, thus attempting to enrich their students’ 

knowledge about HE and the benefits that can be derived from going onto HE and in turn raising 

their aspirations; both perspectives are discussed below.  

Boys 1, 2 and 3 discussed that they had talked with their nominated teacher about HE participation: 
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 “Yes I am going onto college, but I am not sure what I am going to do. I will seek advice from my ICT 

teacher”.            

[Boy 2, working-class] 

 
Boy 2’s nominated teacher was approachable and keen to help students with their future plans.   

 
Boys 8 (and 6) only recollected one teacher talking: 

 

“[Teachers name] really, just as a whole class thing to be honest, nothing individual, which I 

think could be beneficial”.         

[Boy 8, middle-class] 

 

This reveals that teachers talk on an individual basis is highly valued. However, Boy 10 (middle-class) 

expressed that a lot of teachers had spoken to his classes about their ‘student days’, but he was 

sceptical about the credibility of some of their stories which reduced the impact on him of their 

attempts to engage him in thinking about HE. 

 

Boys 8 and 10 identify the concept of ‘waffle teachers’ as further explained by Boy 10,  

 

“Some teachers do [talk about their HE experiences], a lot of them don’t; the ones that do are 

the ‘waffle teachers’.”          

[Boy 10, middle-class] 

 

This shows that discussion of teachers’ HE experiences are not planned and structured within the 

subject and only come to the fore through teachers who have a reputation of going off subject in the 

classroom. Boy 8 further developed this point and raised that some discussion of HE comes through 

within the subject context but nothing that is completely focused on HE:     

 

“Most of them talk about their experiences but tend to waffle like [teachers name] ….she has 

talked about uni or personal experiences that affect the subject we’re doing but nothing 

really focused on just uni.”         

[Boy 8, middle-class] 
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As Boy10 has a parent with HE experience he expressed that he did not value lesson time being used 

to discuss university/unrelated subject topics as there is no personal benefit to himself.   

 

A number of boys identified that teachers motivated them at school and they valued the support 

provided by teachers. Aspiration raising had two perspectives; the boys’ grades and boys’ future 

plans. Boy 10 exemplified the encouraging impact of teachers raising students’ aspirations to get 

grades, which ultimately allowed them to progress onto post-16 education or training: 

 

“… I think a lot of teachers are fairly encouraging, well the teachers I’ve had certainly have 

been encouraging about grades like you can get that grade, not necessarily to me, but I’ve 

heard it in the class and generally.”       

[Boy 10, middle-class] 

         

Boy7 identified that he received guidance from teachers regarding his progression route, which in 

turn raised his aspirations to go to college, as he trusted his teacher’s guidance:  

 
 “…some teachers who said I’d do better going to college.”     

[Boy 7, working-class] 

 
A few boys identified that some teachers “couldn’t care less”, whilst boys 6, 8 and 10 discussed that 

some teachers only focused on the “magic ‘C’ grade” and perceived that these teachers did not look 

further than this in providing the boys with support aspirations for HE. 

 

Boys 1 and 3 had been able to talk to the music department teachers that had provided them with 

advice and guidance about further study and careers.  

“The music department has a big influence”.       

[Boy 3, working-class] 

In addition, Boy 1 organised his work experience within the music department, which directly 

followed after the aspiration raising Aimhigher residential, to seek guidance on music courses at 

college and HE. This further highlights the importance of catalysts for talking and identifies work 

experience and the widening participation residential as direct catalysts.  

The music teachers invited local college’s music departments to their performances to develop the 

relationship with their students and show them a progression route to post-16 education. When the 

mother of Boy 3 told her son that a career in music was not a viable option, the music department 
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spoke to him at length about the advantages and disadvantages and reassured Boy 3 that he was 

talented enough to make it in the music industry. 

 

The pattern emerging from this section is that those teachers who have a relationship/bond with a 

boy were more likely to know the boy’s aspirations and be more encouraging of their aspirations.  

 

4.7 Role of ‘significant others’ in talking, aspiration and agency’ on HE 
decision-making 
 
A number of ‘significant others’ have been identified from interviewing the boys and also observing 

them at planned widening participation events. These significant others are contextually and socially 

produced and included; peers from other schools who attended the Aimhigher residential, 

Information Advice and Guidance (IAG) and widening participation events themselves. Each of these 

will be discussed in turn below.  

During the first day at the Aimhigher residential, which consisted of 42 girls and 6 boys, the five boys 

from School A began to socialise with a group of girls from another school. Observing the boys 

talking with the girls on day two of the residential I found that the girls (from a single sex school) 

were confident and verbally mature. The girls were keen to participate in the residential aspiration 

raising activities that were happening throughout the day, were always sat at the front of each room 

and first to put up their hands and contribute. As an outcome of their socialisation process with the 

girls, the boys could see that the girls used the same vocabulary and talked in a similar way. This 

process had a powerful impact and developed the boys’ confidence and on day two the boys eagerly 

participated in the activities. When I questioned the boys on day two they responded that they could 

now see themselves going on to HE. This was partly due to the impact of being able to interact and 

talk with likeminded people (the girls) and also due to their direct interactions with lecturers and 

student ambassadors who delivered the widening participation programme.  

All of the seven boys who attended the residential consistently reflected that the residential had a 

positive impact upon their HE decision-making. Even those boys who did not to carry on with their 

education post-16 were able to cite that Aimhigher had a positive impact, due to interactions with 

others outside of their intra-network. However, this experience was not followed up in the school 

environment despite the Aimhigher organisers volunteering to come into each school and support 

the production of an assembly aimed at younger cohorts of students to support them attending the 

residential in future years. In addition, only one boy from seven had teachers ask him about his 

experience at the event.  
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Moving onto IAG, each school had in place their own IAG personnel. Boy 2 (working-class) identified 

that he had been to a number of careers interviews to support his decision-making for future plans. 

However, the boys from School B indicated in a group interview that they were not satisfied about 

their school’s approach to IAG as they had not been able to participate in an interview:  

Boy 10 (middle-class) – “I was planning to have one [careers interview] and I wanted a career advice 

thing and then I never got one...” 

Boy 8 (middle-class) - “I think they selected people.” 

Boy 6 (working-class) - “I wanted one cos I think it would have been beneficial but…” 

Boy 8 (middle-class) - “They selected certain people, everyone was meant to get one.” 

Boy 10 (middle-class) – “I think it was people who were borderline?” 

 

The boys were unaware of changes to IAG* at that time and the impact that it had on their schools 

ability to offer IAG. Connexion’s high street presence had been removed and therefore the boys had 

access to a part-time IAG staff member who was focusing their efforts on potential ‘NEET’ students.  

This change in IAG provision for young people reveals that the boys got caught up in the transition 

stage, whereby they were solely reliant on provision within the school. The boys were concerned 

that they were being deprived of an opportunity to talk to a professional IAG advisor regarding their 

future decision-making.  

 

Another ‘significant other’ was revealed by Boy 8 who discussed that School B had organized an 

‘Armed Forces Careers Day’ two years earlier. It was at this event that Boy 8 (middle-class) (then in 

Year 8 aged 12) had spoken with Navy personnel and left the event with the aspiration of becoming 

a helicopter pilot.  

 
Significant others were found to be important credible sources of information and influence and 

provided vital catalysts for talking. The following section provides a closer look at the impact of 

agency on the boys’ HE decision-making process.  

4.8 The influence of social networks support and development of agency on 
boys’ HE decision-making process 
 
In order to reveal the impact of agency on the boys’ HE decision-making process, I will present a 

range of cases which highlight the boys’ awareness of agency whilst exposing both facilitating and 

constraining factors. I draw on quotes elicited by the boys and their social network, therefore 

developing the strength of each example.  
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Boys exercised agency in a variety of ways and their perception of agency was shown through a 

range of responses from ‘I make my own decisions’ asserting individual agency to ‘I receive support 

and direction’, expressing collective agency, using capacity within their social networks to support 

them.  

Boy 1 (working-class) provided a powerful example of perceived individual agency and throughout 

the research period Boy 1 consistently asserted that he made his own decisions: 

[RM]: “Who influences your decision to go onto HE?” 

[Boy1]: “Nobody really. Whatever anyone advises me, I always make my own decisions.”  

[RM]: “Does your mum have an influence on your decision to go onto HE?” 

[Boy1]:  “Not really, not much”         

  [RM]: “Are there other people who have more influence on your decision?”     

[Boy1]:  “Only myself”  

 
This response was reinforced by his mother and nominated friend, who both supported that Boy 1 

(working-class) made his own decisions and was not influenced by the behaviour or actions of 

others.  The impact of social structure is highlighted in this example. Boy 1 lived alone with his 

mother and their social network was very limited. Boy 1’s mother was a ‘stay at home’ mother, out 

of necessity not choice. Boy 1 was diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 

but the local education authority had not statemented* his disability, therefore he received very 

little additional support at school. The mother of Boy 1 was in receipt of state benefits and Boy 1 

received FSM. Boy 1 had little contact with his biological father and his mother never married and 

was single at the time of the interview. Boy 1’s development of agency could be explained by his 

limited networks and disadvantaged SES, and therefore he had learned to become an independent 

decision-maker.  However despite Boy 1’s insistence that he made his own decisions, he was 

provided with frequent and powerful support by his mother and music teacher who both 

encouraged him to go onto college.  

Throughout the data collection process Boy 9 (middle-class) also consistently maintained that he did 

not talk to anyone in his social network about his aspirations, plans or dreams, in addition, that he 

was not influenced by anyone in his network to think about or participate in HE: 

[RM]: “What are your parents’ aspirations for you when you leave school?” 

[Boy9]: “I don’t know.” 

 [RM]: “Who has had the biggest impact on your HE decision-making whilst at school?” 
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[Boy9]: “I independently made the decision.” 

These comments were expressed despite the fact that Boy 9’s mother had returned to education as 

a mature student and was just completing a postgraduate qualification. I inferred from my time with 

Boy 9 that he was still developing emotionally and lacked some confidence in himself and his 

abilities. Boy 9’s parents put the onus on their son to act independently to make his decisions about 

progression after compulsory education. During the interview with Boy 9’s parents they said that he 

was going to the local ‘technical’ college to study mechanics, instead he went to the sixth form 

college and studied media based A-levels; he did not enjoy these and did not return for the second 

year (see Appendix Z; p.198, ‘trajectory columns).  

In contrast Boy 6 (working-class) provided an example where his capacity to act independently to 

make his own choices is limited, due to the powerful influence of this mother. Boy 6 mother was 

very focused on her son becoming a doctor, so much so that Boy6 revealed during a Year 10 group 

interview that “I don’t have a choice”. Boy 6 was very happy to oblige his mother’s wishes:  

“Doctor, I am capable to doing that, but I want to do something to help the general public”.  

[Boy 6, working-class] 

However his nominated teacher revealed during interview that:  

“[Boy6] is not very independent, he worries a lot about what his mum thinks. His mum 

domineers him; his mum is a very strong character”.  [Boy6 nominated teacher] 

 This quote identifies that from the teachers perspective there is limited agency, however, by looking 

further into the family situation it is possible to infer that Boy 6’s mother is trying to limit the 

reproduction of social inequalities that exist within the family. By providing powerful and strong 

support for her son, she wants him to be able to go to university in order to support her financially.  

Boy 8 (middle-class) provides an example whereby his agency has been support through the chance 

opportunity to attend a military careers event which took place at this school when he was in Year 8. 

Here Boy 8 met Navy personnel and from that moment his horizons extended to become a 

helicopter pilot in the Royal Navy. Boy 8 exercised agency by choosing GCSEs and A-level subject 

choices in order to achieve his aspiration of piloting helicopters. Boy 8 was further facilitated by his 

mother who helped him to search the Navy website and took him for a careers interview at the Navy 

recruitment office.  

This section reveals that the boys exercise different amounts of agency. Most notably the boys were 

facilitated with their decisions by their formal sources, their mother and teachers. Constraints on the 
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boys’ decision-making were construed by structural factors including SES and little access to 

networks that could provide support with HE decision-making. The boys own emotional maturity 

further contributed toward their ability to act as independent decision makers. Ultimately, all of the 

boys passed their GCSEs and progressed onto college (see Appendix Z; p.198, ‘trajectory aged 17 

column’) and in order for the boys to have made their decision concerning post-16 progression they 

would have exercised agency. 

4.9 Conclusion to chapter  
 
This chapter has presented the influence of talking, aspiration raising and agency on the boys’ HE 

decision-making process by their formal and informal networks. The chapter has revealed the boy’s 

understanding and perceptions on what is influence, who is influencing them and how the influence 

occurs regarding decision-making for HE.  

This section has revealed that in order to support boys with talking about HE they need to be 

provided with a catalyst for talking and range of opportunities in providing the boys with re-

assurance and confidence in understanding an unfamiliar environment, thus giving them a reason to 

talk to family, friends and teachers about their aspirations and future plans for HE. Catalysts have to 

be viewed as credible, therefore having trust in the network and ultimately providing trust in the 

information and guidance that they receive, allowing the boys to take relevant action. In addition, 

from the boy’s perspective, formal intra-networks, parents and teachers were more powerful than 

informal network members, peers and siblings.  

Aspirations are bounded by complex social structures and locations, which can change overnight, 

there is little control over these. Mothers had a powerful role in determining aspirations, however, 

despite mothers best intentions, aspirations were very embodied practices and were challenging to 

deconstruct and evoke change, but this was achievable. Importantly, some mothers were able to 

break their sons free from their normal biography to provide them with clear horizons of 

expectation that their son would go to university (e.g. Boy 3, working-class). The impact of 

disposition also comes through (e.g. Boy 9, middle class) who lacked confidence and therefore had 

very limited aspirations with no dream or plan for his future. 

Boys have shown the influence of shared aspirations and the supportive impact that this can have on 

their decision-making for HE. Ultimately, aspirations are socially bounded; those boys who had 

parents who had experienced university, were those who placed themselves in the ‘HE crowd’ as 

was evident in School B. This crowd had an understanding of HE from their parents, already knew 

the process to get there, understood some of the terminology and choosing the right course. This 
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was not the case for the boys with no prior knowledge of HE; these boys spent much time worrying 

about going to HE and were more inclined to seek guidance from additional formal sources including 

teachers and careers advisors who had an understanding of HE.  

The boys rarely discussed the influence of ‘significant others’ outside their intra-network on raising 

their aspirations, however, as shown ‘significant others’ had a definite role in mobilising the boy’s 

aspirations. As shown in Appendix Z; p.198, aspirations also develop over time, as the boys became 

more socially aware of what is possible in the social space in which their decision-making is 

grounded.   

The boys’ informal sources, friends and sibling were perceived to have a limited influence on the 

boys’ HE decision-making; however friends were revealed to have an important listening role. 

Significant others formed part of the boys’ extra-network (e.g. girls from another school, Navy 

personnel) and had a perceived positive impact on the boys, however these were unplanned and 

were often the case of a ‘chance chat’ (Foskett, R., 2011, p.100). The next findings chapter presents 

the network members perceptions of their influence on the boys’ HE decision-making process. 
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5.0 Chapter Five - Research Findings and Analysis – Social network’s 
perceptions of their influencing role on white working-class boys’ HE 
decision-making  
 

5.1 Introduction to Chapter 
 
This chapter builds on the perspectives of the previous boy’s chapter by exploring through the lens 

of the social networks their perceived influence on the boys’ HE decision-making process.  To 

illustrate the emergent themes of the ‘process of influence’ from the data, four organising 

categories have been provided: 

Process of Influence: 

1. Talk 

2. Behaviour 

3. Action 

4. Experience 

 

As shown in the previous chapter the process of ‘talk’ is highly significant to mobilising aspirations 

and the decision-making process. For the purposes of this study ‘talk’ involves any form of verbal 

communication, e.g. discussion or praise. ‘Behaviour’ includes mannerisms and conduct of the 

network members which would impact upon decision-making, e.g. listening or encouraging. ‘Action’ 

takes behaviour one stage further and involves specifically ‘doing’ something to support the boys’ HE 

decision-making, e.g. accompany son to college open evening.   In the general sense ‘action’ is 

bound up with ‘behaviour’, however, in order to reveal the influencing processes at work I have 

separated action from behaviour, therefore allowing for a clear distinction between  behavioural 

mannerisms and going one stage further by physically doing something, hence the term ‘action’. 

‘Experience’ is the final category in the influencing process and involves the social network 

specifically supporting with or organizing an experience, e.g. meeting with college teachers. The four 

overarching ‘process of influence’ categories for each network member have been presented 

together as there are significant connections and overlaps.  

 

In addition my analysis of the evidence helps to illuminate the phenomenon of influence; how it 

occurs, where, when and strength of influence. I also reveal the role and impact of social 

characteristics, gender, race and social class affecting the influence of social networks on white 

working-class boy’s HE decision-making process. Finally this chapter will expose the barriers that 

social networks faced whilst influencing HE decision-making. The chapter presents the findings of 
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each network member in turn. I have formatted each of the categories in bold for ease of 

presentation.  

 

5.2 The ‘process of influence’ of the immediate family - talk, behaviour, 
action and experience 
 

This section reveals the influence of biological and step-parent(s) in supporting their son/step-son to 

go onto HE and starts with the influence of mothers. There was much consistency in the process of 

influence across all mothers interviewed. The depth of discussion with mothers suggested that they 

had a strong bond with their sons. The majority of mothers confirmed that they were supporting 

their son to go onto HE, only the mother of Boy 7 (working-class) expressed that she was not so sure 

if her son had the academic ability, instead she supported him to undertake a role “which used his 

hands” as he was very practical and supported her son by concentrating on his strengths and 

interest in sport and fitness.  

 

Mothers undertook a wide range of ‘talk’ activities with their sons and spent much time talking, 

discussing and helping their sons to “evaluate their future options” as stated by mothers  of Boys 1 

(working-class) and 7 (working-class). Mothers also identified that they would talk to their son after 

parents evening to provide focus on GCSEs. The process of talk was frequently accompanied and 

developed in the form of positive ‘behaviour’ for HE decision-making that mothers exhibited to their 

sons, for example Boy 1’s (working-class) mother identified that she was a “tower of strength” for 

her son.  Most common behaviours were sharing their high expectations for their son, plus support 

and encouragement for hard work in school which would help their son to achieve his GCSEs to 

allow him to progress to college. Both the mother of Boy 9 (middle-class) and the father of Boy 10 

(middle-class) (who both attended School B themselves) displayed altruistic behaviour through 

supporting their son’s school in voluntary work. Boy 9’s (middle-class) mother was a governor at the 

school and Boy 10’s (middle-class) father organised schools outreach activities for the company that 

he worked with to inspire the students to consider a science/technology career. The father of Boy 10 

(middle-class) recounted the story of a particular friend at School B and the impact this had on his 

behavior, revealing the importance of giving back to those in less fortunate social positions: 

 

“She [friend from school] could have easily got a degree, got a really good job but due to 

personal circumstances, lack of money, home life, she never got that opportunity and for me 

that’s really quite depressing and that’s one of the reasons I try to do so much for [School B] 

just to get people to realise that they’ve got the opportunities - so that’s one end of the 
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spectrum, people who’ve had the ability who never got the chance to do so, and certainly 

kids from some of the lower socioeconomic orders, they need to see in [School B] that they’ve 

got the opportunities to do things. You know that they can really make a difference and do 

things.” 

[Father 10, middle-class] 

 

The mothers of Boys 8 (middle-class) and 9 (middle-class) returned to education as mature students 

and drew on the positive influence that this behaviour would have on their son and his 

understanding of the role of education in meeting his own aspirations and plans for future life, as 

exemplified by Boy 8’s mother: 

 

“I think the fact that I went, I started university when he was in year 5, and he was aware. I 

explained my decision to the children, discussed it through before I applied to university 

because if nothing else, it meant moving fifty miles away from where we had been settled. 

He’s been very aware of what university meant to me and he’s well aware of how much hard 

work university can be, and we’ve talked about it…So it was a general assumption that from 

seeing what the amount of work is, he’s very aware of what’s involved but it didn’t put him 

off, it didn’t cause him to change his mind about what he wants to do job wise. I’d like to 

think it’s sort of encouraged him or helped him.” 

          [Mother 8, middle-class] 

 

As well as behaviours, mothers undertook a range of ‘actions’ to support aspiration and progression. 

The majority of mothers stated that they had or were going to take their son to attend local colleges 

open evenings, in order to support their son’s evaluation of choice of course and progression to their 

chosen career; this is exemplified by Boy 2’s (working-class) mother: 

 

“He came home with lots of prospectuses for colleges and he went online and looked up all 

the courses, what they had to offer, and weighed up what was going to be good and we 

spoke in the evenings and we arranged to go to [college name], he just arranged to go to 

[college name], it was the first one that came up, so we went out there together, had a good 

look around and he was just - once he’d seen that college his mind was pretty much made up 

that he was going to [college name] and he asked my opinion about what I thought, and I 

was going to say all the right things because it was good and I felt he would be very much at 

home and he would fit in and do well at that college as well.”  
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[Mother 2, working-class] 

 

The mother of Boy 1 (working-class) shared a range of specific actions that she undertook to support 

her son, she had sacrificed relationships with other men due to their (perceived) jealous nature, she 

had given up work so she could be home and she had started driving lessons in order to drive her 

son around so that he would not miss out on experiences that would support his opportunities in 

life: 

 

“I am aware that me not working isn’t setting a good example, but [Boy1] knows why I am 

not working. I need to be home due to his ADHD, if he gets sent home from school, then I 

need to be there…I am currently learning to drive so that I can get a car, I am saving for that. 

I can then drive [Boy1] around so he doesn’t miss out. I haven’t had a boyfriend for at least 2 

years, as they were jealous of [Boy1] and didn’t understand my relationship with my son. I 

decided it would be best not to have one. I stopped going out and have now only just started 

going out.” 

[Mother 1, working-class] 

 

The mother of Boy 4 (middle-class) discussed that she provided her son with a financial reward of £1 

a day if he did not get detention after school. This supported her son with behaving in school and 

completing his homework. Whilst Boy 8’s (middle-class) mother organised for her son to attend a 

Royal Navy careers interview to support his aspirations of flying helicopters. Mothers of Boys 1 

(working-class)and 6 (working-class) both discussed that they spent time with their sons looking at 

future careers and courses on the internet, thus sharing and supporting their sons’ future 

aspirations:  

 

“We downloaded information about doctors and have looked at Exeter University”  

[Mother 6, working-class].  

 

As well as actions, some parents organised for their sons to participate in specific ‘experiences’ 

which would support their HE decision-making process. Boy 8’s (middle-class) mother used the 

knowledge and support of her brother (a HE graduate) to provide Boy 8 (and his brother) with a 

number of experiences including evaluating job application forms in order to learn what it takes to 

stand out from the crowd:  
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“[Brother name] has worked hard … and he’s now got a really responsible job out in Abu 

Dhabi, before that he was working up in Edinburgh … so [Boy8] seen how [uncle name] has 

progressed and the fact that when my brother took both boys up to Edinburgh a few years 

ago to stay, and they went through a whole load of job applications that my brother had to 

interview, had to shortlist, he went through them with the boys pointing at what the good 

bits and the bad bits were and sort of how to sell yourself but also how, making that little bit 

of extra effort no matter what you are doing, whether it’s an application for someone who’d 

done a course and done an extra little bit which was an add on to their course, that little bit 

of extra effort had made a difference cos that extra effort got them an interview.” 

[Mother 8, middle- class]  

 

Overall, mothers were highly instrumental in providing support for their sons’ HE decision-making 

process. This finding will be discussed further in the next chapter in relation to existing literature on 

mother’s influence on children’s education.  

 

Turning to the role of fathers, biological fathers participated in two of the network member 

interviews and were able to provide a personal account of their influence on their son. The mothers 

provided an account for fathers (biological and step) who were either absent from the household or 

at work and therefore unable to participate in the interview process.  

 

Those boys who lived with both biological parents or step-fathers had the advantage that their 

parents agreed on and supported each other with their son’s career choice. However, this was not 

always the case when biological parents had separated. Examples of fathers (biological and step) 

‘talking’ to their son/step-son about their future, focused on providing verbal support. The only 

exception to this was the father of Boy 10 (middle-class) who was instrumental in providing the full 

process of influence including talks, behaviour, actions and experiences. Boy 10’s (middle-class) 

father understood the process of HE decision-making due to being ‘first in the family’ to have gone 

through this process himself when he was nineteen and was therefore able to provide HE focused 

support for his son: 

 

 “What do you think your influence is? Do you think you have a bigger influence than his 

mother”?          [RM] 
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“I probably do because I went to university. You know, when I went to university I didn’t have 

a clue what I was going into. To be honest, I really didn’t because no-one from my family had 

ever been to university, even my extended family, I knew a few people who probably had 

been but no real direct experience of it. I suspect [Boy10] will be substantially more prepared 

because he knows the sorts of things I got up to.”     

[Father 10, middle-class] 

 

In addition to the father of Boy 10 (middle-class) having experienced the HE process himself, he also 

put much emphasis on ‘talking’ with his son, as embodied in the next quote: 

 

“I think, to date he’s not had to make a huge degree of choices with his courses, his GCSEs 

are still quite a wide course, and his choices were quite obvious. I think his next challenge will 

be A Levels, which ones to choose that’s going to be an interesting discussion to have.  So I 

think practically we’ll talk it over with them and try and get him to understand where he 

thinks he wants to go.”         

[Father 10, middle-class] 

 

Boy 10’s father also identified that he would often share his work with his son in order to provide 

him with a flavour of what he did:  

“I try to encourage him sometimes I can’t talk about my work, sometimes the nature of what 

we do is classified, so I can’t tell him about it but I always, with both our boys from a young 

age, when I can share what I do at work, I do try and share it with them so they are aware of 

the sort of things we do.”         

[Father 10, middle-class] 

 

Boy 10’s (middle-class) father was able to provide his son with a couple of specific experiences which 

included a ‘bring your child to work day’, in order for Boy 10 to appreciate the nature of his father’s 

work as an electronic engineer and also to develop his aspiration for a technical job. In addition, Boy 

10’s father shared that he had organised work experience for his son through his network of 

contacts to support his son in his decision-making for either a technical or church route:   

 

“I’m quite pleased he’s got a work experience lined up, with a friend of mine in another 

technical company - so he’s going there in May, so I’d like to see how he gets on with that 

see if that’s something that he really wants to do.”     
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[Father 10, middle-class] 

 

For those boys whose parents had separated, the mothers exposed an issue of conflicting support 

from each parent. This was exemplified by the case of Boy 8 (middle-class), whereby his mother and 

father did not completely support each other on their son’s decision to become a Navy helicopter 

pilot:  

 

“Boy 8 and his dad don’t get on particularly well, so in fact his dad’s attitude is very anti- 

military and very anti the navy. Boy 8 will tell, may tell you that “my dad doesn’t want me to 

do it so I’ll do it” but he’s not actually strong enough to do that. That’s a lot of bravado I 

think, and I think if it wasn’t for the support from me, he possibly wouldn’t be quite so 

focused, quite so happy about where he’s aiming for. Cos his dad’s attitude is “if you join the 

navy fine, if you go to war you’re not my son” and “ you will no longer be my son if you go to 

war. So yep fly helicopters, great, then leave the navy and make lots of money flying 

helicopters.” So it’s not really encouraged Boy 8 at all.”      

[Mother 8, middle-class] 

 

The outcome of this surfaced in an interview with Boy 8 (middle-class) at the end of Year 11, 

whereby he was going to focus on ‘search and rescue’ rather than going into war zones, in order to 

appease his father, but still be able to fly helicopters. In addition, four of the mothers who had 

separated from their son’s biological father, shared that the father was not a good role model and 

provided little support for their son’s aspirations of HE decision-making. 

 

 “What do you think [Boy 2 biological father] influence is on [Boy2] decision-making?” [RM] 

 

“Not a lot to be perfectly honest with you, and I’m quite glad that he doesn’t look at his dad 

and think that’s the direction my life needs to go in and I don’t have to keep bringing him 

back and saying that’s not the direction you want your life to go in, you don’t want to be like 

your dad…He [father] left before, well [Boy2] was only small. He’s been in and out of his life 

but never really, he’s not always been a good influence I would say.” 

[Mother 2, working-class] 

 

Generally these boys did not trust or respect their biological fathers and from interviewing both the 

boys and mothers I was unable to find evidence to suggest that in these cases separate biological 
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fathers who were not living in the same house as the boy contributed much to the HE decision-

making process.  

 

Step-fathers consistently displayed supportive ‘behaviour’ through supporting the boy’s mother 

with HE decision-making. The step-fathers of Boy 2 (working-class) and Boy 3 (working-class) 

matched the boys’ mothers for work ethic (as discussed in previous mother section), for example 

Boy 3’s step-father worked as a forklift truck driver from 3am-12pm, then in the evenings was 

retraining to become a plumber in order to provide “a better standard of living and a more secure 

income” (Mother3, working-class). In addition, step-fathers had ‘talks’ with their step sons about 

achieving their goals, although as identified by Boy 3, these talks were not as powerful as his 

mother’s:  

 

“My step-dad has quite a big influence, he tries to be as big as my mum but he isn’t, he tries his 

best.”             

[Boy 3, working-class] 

 

The findings from this study have shown that fathers provided a supporting role to mothers for the 

HE decision-making process. The parents of Boys 8 (middle-class) and 10 (middle-class) displayed the 

most supportive network for HE participation. This support included a range of processes from 

talking to specific activities and using their networks that they themselves had access to in order to 

support their son’s HE decision-making. In contrast, Boy 1 (working-class) had the most limited 

network, which focused predominantly on Boy 1 and his mother. Boy 1’s mother had removed 

herself from her social networks (relationships, work) in order to provide support for her son. As 

such mother of Boy 1 was unable to call on support from other networks to provide additional 

influence on her son’s HE decision-making: 

 

“His decision-making is down to him. I only know so much. He gets help from school and 

friends regarding decision-making.”        

[Mother 1, working-class] 

 

The next section will look at the role other family members and siblings had on the process of 

influence.  
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5.3 The ‘process of influence’ of other family members - talk, behaviour, 
action and experience 
 

The study did not gather interview data from the entire social network, instead the mothers of Boys 

1 to 8, parents of Boy 9 and father of Boy 10 provided their perceptions on the influence of other 

family members. Only a few parents were able to discuss the process of influence of the extended 

family which focused on the process of grandparents ‘talking’ to their grandson. This was identified 

by half the parents who all agreed that grandparents would provide encouraging talks, but that was 

as far as grandparents were able to support with HE decision-making due to their elderly age or not 

living close by to be able to have more of an impact. Boy 2’s (working-class) mother contrasted the 

support that she herself had received from her mother compared to her son now: 

 

“My mum is often saying how proud she is of him and, you know, is quite supportive in that 

way, I suppose more so than she was with us as children that’s for sure really, but she’s also 

very level headed in that way as well with regards to if he does decide not to go onto 

university it’s not a big deal.”        

[Mother 2, working-class]  

  

Extended family members were able to contribute to the HE decision-making process through 

talking, however, they were generally considered to be non-influential because they lived too far 

away and/or did not have anything to give in order to be influential, for example HE experience: 

 

“My husband’s mum will support him but she’s quite elderly so she doesn’t quite have a grip 

on it as she could. And my sister’s just sort of moved back into the area, so she might have 

more of an influence than what she would have done, when she was away.”   

[Mother 7, working-class] 

 

Overall, parents identified very little influence of siblings and confirmed what their son had told me 

about arguing with and not ‘talking’ to their siblings about their future. Parents were unaware that 

there was any influence and just reflected on negative aspects of their children’s relationships; this 

could be explained by parents focusing on the day-to-day functioning of the family, rather than 

taking an objective view of how siblings interact and have an influence on each other. However, the 

mothers of Boy’s 3 (working-class), 7 (working-class) and 9 (middle-class) identified that an older 

sibling had an influence on their younger brother; these boys had benefited from ‘talking’ to their 

elder sibling regarding going to college as all had siblings in Year 13 at the time of the parent 
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interview. These elder siblings were in the process of considerable life transition; making their own 

decisions regarding their future career paths.  Siblings of Boys 3 and 7 were going through the 

process of applying to HE, therefore the boys could converse with them and observe their older 

sibling going through the process of progressing in education and applying for university.  

 

As presented, the perceived influence of siblings seemed to depend on whether they were older or 

younger.  Older siblings had been through the process of evaluating HE which their younger brother 

could find positive value in, whereas younger siblings were not at the HE consideration stage. The 

next section looks at the influence of peers.  

5.4 The ‘process of influence’ of friends - talk, behaviour, action and 
experience 
 

I undertook short individual interviews with a nominated friend at the end of Year 10 to illuminate 

the extent to which friends perceive that they influence the boys’ decision-making. All boys 

nominated male friends and the duration that boys knew their nominated friend ranged from two to 

twelve years, the average being seven years.  

 

The influence process of peers revealed a pattern of supportive ‘behaviour’ for HE decision-making. 

Friends of Boys 6 (working-class) and 8 (middle-class) both discussed the positive influence of having 

friends who were going onto HE: 

 

 “If they were going [to HE] then I would consider it.”     [Friend 6] 

 

Whilst the friend of Boy 8 developed this further highlighting the importance of norms:  

 

“I think friends do, if it is perceived as being the norm amongst friends – that they are going 

to go onto college and university.”       [Friend 8] 

 

 

This suggests that if friends exhibited behaviour towards going onto HE then other friends would 

consider it. This behaviour also extended to valuing the views of their friends as exemplified by 

friend of Boy 10 (middle-class):  
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“Friends don’t have a large effect, as their feedback won’t change your mind, but you will 

take it into consideration. If they agree with your decision it becomes a comfort, it’s like 

getting it off your chest”.        [Friend 10] 

 

Therefore suggesting that this is an important factor influencing the boys’ HE decision-making 

process. However, Boy 3’s (working-class) friend indicated that the behaviour of self-encouragement 

is an important factor on influencing the HE decision-making process, in effect acknowledging that 

friends have a limited influence: 

 

 “Boy 3 is quite sensible, he knows what he is doing, he encourages himself”.  [Friend 3] 

 

This point is also supported by Boy 1’s (working-class) friend who also proposed: 

 

“None of these points – just the person. It depends on the job they want. Some parents 

pressure their child to go onto college or uni but you cannot pressure Boy 1”.  [Friend 1] 

 

As presented, peers were able to contribute to the HE decision-making process through the 

supportive behaviour they exhibited; however, there was no general consensus by the peers 

regarding the influence that they had on their friends’ HE decision-making. This will be further 

explored in the following discussion chapter. The next section looks at the influence of nominated 

teachers on the boys HE decision-making process.  

5.5 The ‘process of influence’ of teachers 

5.5.1 Introduction 
 

This section reveals teachers’ perceptions of their influence on the boy who nominated them and 

their students in general. Teachers discussed perceptions of their influence in relation to attainment 

and progression as well as HE decision-making. All teachers participated in an individual interview 

when the focal boy was in Year 10. Boys nominated teachers based on the perceived strength of the 

relationship. The four boys from School A nominated three teachers; Boy 2 and Boy 4 both 

nominated the same teacher. The five boys from School B nominated three teachers; Boy 7, Boy 8 

and Boy 10 all nominated the same teacher.  

 

The teachers displayed the range of influencing process for raising aspirations: talks, behaviour to 

support progression, specific action to support the boy/students and finally by organising 
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experiences to help the boys/students with the HE decision-making. I now discuss each influencing 

process in turn. 

5.5.2 The ‘process of influence’ of teachers - talk, behaviour, action and experience 
 

Analysis of the process of ‘talk’ identified a range of talk categories from ‘limited’, ‘general’, 

discipline specific’ and ‘holistic’ to support the boy with progression to HE. These categories are 

important as they help to build up a picture of the types of ‘talk’ that students and teachers engaged 

in and the perceived influence that these talks had. I now briefly explained each category. ‘General’ 

focused on the day to day activities in school; teachers who engaged in ‘discipline specific’ talk used 

their subject knowledge to raise aspirations. I have interpreted ‘holistic’ as those teachers with an 

understanding the micro (boy), meso (family, school policy) and macro factors (local area, 

government policy) in order to provide the boy with personalised talks for attainment and 

progression.  

 

The nominated teacher of Boy 6 (working-class) discussed his limited talks with Boy 6, as this is a 

process that he does not participate in:  

 

“I have no idea what he wants to do….I have no expectations for him – it is up to him and 

these are not discussed.”        [Teacher 6] 

 

However Boy 6’s (working-class) teacher does identify that he would discuss with an entire class the 

relevance of his subject discipline in industry:  

 

“I haven’t spoken to Boy 6 individually; I don’t have individual talks with the students. But I 

would talk to a maths class about maths and the relevance in outside world.”    

          [Teacher 6] 

 

This suggests that Boy 6’s (working-class) teacher can see the benefit of talking to his students but 

clearly not on an individual basis. In addition, a number of teachers identified the process of talk, 

which included general and on-going talks aimed at all students:  

 

“I am a bit like their mum/dad, I am always nagging them. I am not sure if it’s had an 

impact.”  

[Teacher 9] 
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Interestingly the teacher of Boy 9 (middle-class) identified that this type of talk may not be very 

influential due to replicating the type of talk that the students may hear at home from their own 

parents.  Whilst the teacher of Boy 7 (working-class) explains that he has had lots of individual 

discipline-specific, aspiration-raising talks with him: 

 

“Boy 7 I’ve probably had more talks with. I’ve encouraged him to do, sounds like favouritism 

now but, I’ve encouraged him to do with his work experience, I’ve encouraged him to do 

something that is to do with sports. Whether it’s working with one of the coaching agencies 

in the area or seeing if he can get anything in [local leisure centre] or anything to do with golf 

or something like that. I’ve never really said you need to go to college, no. You need to do this 

that or other.”         [Teacher 7,8,10] 

 

Boy 7’s teacher reflects that this could be construed as favouritism, however his talks to Boy 7 

(working-class) are context specific which focused on supporting Boy 7’s ambitions to work within 

the sport and fitness industry.  In addition, the nominated teacher of Boy 3 (working-class) displayed 

reassuring talk to Boy 3 that music would be a viable option, as he is naturally gifted: 

 

“Yes, I have talked to him about going to college and assured him that music work is 

available. I do encourage him to go onto FE… I have reassured him that there are jobs in 

music, aside from just playing in a band. He has got as much chance/more – as he is 

naturally gifted. I have touched on what is available at college, but not in detail. I will wait 

until Year 11, then I give more focused advice.”      [Teacher 3] 

 

This quote also highlights the role of talking through providing reassurance. Another type of talk 

identified is that which supports the student holistically and not general or discipline-specific. This is 

identified by the teacher of Boy 1: 

 

“Yes, he knows what my expectations are for him. Every time I see him outside the 

math’s/science room [instead of being in the math’s/science room] – he knows that he needs 

these subjects to get into college/university. I remind him he needs his core subjects. He 

knows what I think of this ADHD, that he is milking it, therefore I talk to him and promote 

him not to mess around.”  

[Teacher 1] 
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Turning to the ‘behaviour’ of teachers to support the boys with aspiration raising and university 

progression revealed either ‘discipline-specific’ or ‘holistic’ behaviour. Teachers who displayed 

‘discipline-specific’ behaviour used their subject knowledge to support the boys. Teachers who 

displayed ‘holistic behaviour’ understood the broader perspective in which decisions are made 

providing the boys with personalised support. None of the teachers shared behaviours which were 

not supportive of attainment or progression.  

 

Turning to discipline-specific behaviour, The teacher of Boys 7,8 and 10 discussed the impact of 

using sport to develop a relationship with the boys:  

 

“…going to an all-boys school so, in that way I find myself having a very good relationship 

with the boys at school…but coming from an all-boys school it’s kind of an ethos… being very 

sporty, all my life. I guess that helped with working together with the boys as well.”  

[Teacher 7,8 and 10] 

  

This discipline-specific behaviour helped to form a bond with the boys and this can be inferred as 

three out of the five boys from School B nominated this teacher. This view is supported by Boy 1’s 

(working-class) teacher who extends the importance of relationships with students to the entire 

music department (which she is head of) and developing relationships with the students as 

individual people, thus treating them as adults and individuals in order to show respect to the 

students:  

 

“Everyone in the music department works with the same ethos – to have a ‘relationship with 

students as people’.”         [Teacher 1] 

 

Finally, the teacher nominated by Boys 2 (working-class) and 4 (middle-class) also displayed 

discipline-specific behaviour through suggesting that showing an interest in Boy 2 (working-

class)would increase his attainment within the subject (Boy 2 did achieve a distinction for this 

subject and further went on to study the subject as part of his A-levels at college): 

 

“I am channelling [Boy 2] for a distinction and challenging him further.”  [Teacher 2]  
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Three of the six teachers went further and revealed signs of behaviour which supported the boys for 

attainment and progression from a holistic perspective. The teacher of Boys 7, 8 and 10 specifically 

identified a “holistic kind of teaching” which focused on the “whole person”, however, he observed 

that this approach is dependent on the teachers themselves and their personality; inferring that 

potentially not every teacher will possess the disposition to develop students holistically in order to 

support them with attainment and progression and ultimately HE decision-making: 

 

“I think it’s dependent on personality as well, or the person. Some teachers will see their role 

as a teacher, and that’s it - stand in front of the class and teach lessons and educate and it is 

certainly a role that we take on but it all depends, you might have this ‘holistic kind of 

teaching’ [where]by you teach the whole person, you might encourage them to do things 

outside of school, you might take an interest in personal hobbies, you might try and 

encourage them to go on to other things after school but I think it’s all dependent on the 

teachers themselves.”  

[Teacher 7, 8 and 10] 

 

The teacher of Boys 2 and 4 identified that his role (in addition to teaching) is to “change perceptions 

to broaden thinking”, ultimately, so that the students do not become “drop outs”: 

 

“Yes, as a young lad I didn’t know what opportunities were available. I am from a rural area; 

my immediate family all had lower skilled jobs, i.e. factory worker, plumber, mechanic. I was 

polarised, I wasn’t aware of the opportunities that were available. My job is to change 

perceptions and broaden thinking so that they know what opportunities are available to 

them... I worry that certain students will become drop outs, as they are not on the right 

course….I aspire to help them in other areas i.e. sport and science, which is my background.”  

         [Teacher 2 and 4] 

 

This quote suggests that this teacher has reflected and drawn upon his experiences as a young male 

to ensure that those young people that he is in contact with can benefit from his aspirations for 

them, as this teacher did not have that support available to him which left him feeling “polarised” at 

that age. The teacher of Boy 1 (working-class) grew up in the same location as School A also 

reflected the local area and what happened to her friends:   
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“I have grown up in [location of School A]. I have seen a lot of friends not make it. This 

influences you to get the best out of people and [to have an] increased understanding of why 

kids are the way they are.”  

 [Teacher 1] 

 

Moving to the influence of ‘action’ and ‘experience’ processes, nominated teachers revealed specific 

actions that they took to support the boys and student’s attainment, progression and HE decision-

making. However, the actions that teachers took generally resulted in organising an experience to 

further support the boys, using the network that the teachers had available to them. Therefore, this 

section will discuss the combined process of action and experience. The pattern that is exposed here 

is that those teachers who provided a positive influence through ‘talk’ and ‘behaviour’ were the 

teachers who then went beyond their teaching and learning role to undertake specific actions and 

organise experiences to support the boys with their decision-making.   

 

Two teachers from School A identified specific ‘actions’ that they had taken to support the boys and 

students in general with their progression to HE. The teacher of Boy 2 (working-class) discussed that:  

 

“It’s not just about the grade, but skills development. I get a few D[istinction] grade students 

together and I push further at the end of class to go beyond the D[istinction] grade.”  

          [Teacher 2] 

 

Therefore demonstrating a holistic view, which goes beyond the grade to include development of 

skills which would be valued outside of the school environment, which the same teacher had already 

identified was an unknown environment to the boys, despite the boys living there:  

 

“I try to help kids understand the local job market, that there are more varieties of jobs out 

there than they think. They have got no idea; - don’t know the [name of city] job market very 

well, even though they live here.”       [Teacher 2] 

 

In some cases, entwined with actions, were specific ‘experiences’ that the nominated teachers had 

organised for the boys. For example, Boy 1’s (working-class) teacher regularly took the action of 

inviting the music teacher from the local 6th form college to all school productions, which allowed 

the local college to explain what was on offer in the music department at the college:  
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“Boy 1 has seen a Music Tutor from [local college]. Plus [local college] comes to all productions.” 

[Boy 1] 

 

This activity also provided the local college with the opportunity to start developing their own 

relationships with student’s interested in pursuing music from School A; providing Boy 1 (working-

class) and music students with an experience which was intended to support transition from school 

to college. Another example of this ‘action-experience’ influencing process is exemplified by the 

nominated teacher of Boy 2 and 4, who provided an example of a boy in his tutor group, not Boy 2 

or 4: 

 

“For example, a boy in my tutor group wants to be a mechanic, but not doing much about it. 

I was looking with him at website this morning, plus I have got him a careers interview with 

the careers officer. Some of the kids have got no idea. I can push him to go onto do 

something else. This boy could branch out into different forms of mechanics – not just car. I 

am opening his mind to this. He is a bright lad and works very well. At the moment he is just 

following in his Dad’s footsteps.”       

[Teacher 2 and 4] 

 

This quote provided an insight into the type of ‘actions’ that this teacher would take for those 

students who were in his tutor group using his twenty minutes tutor time per day to support raising 

students’ aspirations. These two examples show the teachers of Boys 1, 2 and 4 using their internal 

(to the school) and external (to the school) networks to support their students with their decision-

making.  

 

Teachers’ influence did not always occur in isolation, in some instances I have found that the parent 

and teacher network shared (or did not share) support for the boy achieving his aspirations.  I will 

share two examples; the first looks at the case of Boy 1 (working-class) and shared support from 

both his mother and the music department to support his progression to college and the boy’s 

aspirations of a career in music. The study revealed that both networks worked together to provide 

Boy 1 with support. As already discussed, Boy 1’s mother had limited access to provide any specific 

music activities, but this was compensated by the teacher of Boy 1 who used her local college 

network to provide Boy 1 with opportunities to talk and develop a relationship with his potential 

future music teacher. This ‘action-experience’ process was highly appreciated by the mother of Boy 

1 and resulted in Boy 1 progressing to his local college to study music at A-level. An example of 
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where a boy’s aspirations would have benefitted from being shared between home and school was 

exemplified by the case of Boy 6 (working-class). Boy 6 was guided by his mother’s aspiration to be a 

doctor. However, the school were unaware of this aspiration and they did not provide any actions or 

experiences which could have helped to support this aspiration. Other boys attended an on-campus 

medicine based HE visit, but Boy 6 was not invited to this. These examples reveal the importance of 

sharing aspirations among multiple network members, which in turn has the potential to be more 

powerful on the boy’s HE decision-making. 

 

As presented, teachers revealed that they reflected on their own backgrounds and school days to 

support boys as well as their other students’ HE decision-making. Some teachers took a holistic view 

to providing support and took account of wider macro (policy), meso (family) and micro (individual) 

factors which would impact upon the support available for HE decision-making. This finding will be 

further explored in the discussion chapter.  

5.6 Conclusion to chapter 
 

The chapter has presented the ‘process of influence’ that is taking place with social networks and 

can be used to identify gaps in the process with current social networks who are working with 

under-represented groups to raise aspirations.   

 

If boys’ aspirations were shared between the boy, parents, peers and the school then this could have 

a potentially stronger positive influence as talk, behaviour action and experience processes could be 

provided from across the social network. This co-ordinated effect has the potential to be far more 

powerful than just left to one network member, who in most instances is the parent. As revealed, 

some parents have far more access to resources, e.g. time, money and networks which can be used 

to support their son’s aspirations, attainment and progression to HE. However as this study has 

shown, those parents who have traditional white working-class backgrounds (Boy 1, Boy 2 Boy 3, 

Boy 6 and Boy 7) are providing support for their sons, but not to the same extent as those parents 

who are from more middle class backgrounds (Boy 4, Boy 8, Boy 9 and Boy 10) who have been able 

to draw on support from other members in their network to support HE decision-making.  

 

Based on the evidence presented I suggest a conceptual framework that reveals the perceived 

‘process of influence’ that is taking place between the network members and the boys. This 

framework illuminates the range of influencing processes displayed by the social network members 

and is presented as three separate process categories, which I now outline. ‘Conversational’ relates 
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to positively responding to, or creating opportunities to discuss HE aspirations. ‘Behavioural’ focuses 

on positive mannerisms to support and encourage HE. The final process category is ‘experiential’ 

which involves network members actively seeking out specific activities and experiences to enhance 

understanding of HE. 

 
Figure 5.1 – Conceptual framework to establish the ‘process of influence’  

 

The framework is presented as a pyramid which reveals the process of influence category and also 

occurrence; occurrence was defined by how often network members engaged in each of the 

processes. The increased occurrence of network members engaging in the ‘conversational’ category, 

followed by ‘behavioural’ then the ‘experiential’ category, is explain through ease of doing, for 

example, it is generally easier to engage in conversation, than it is organise an experience. The 

‘process of influence’ framework is important as it reveals network members perceptions of what is 

being done to support HE decision-making, who is involved in this process and how the phenomenon 

of HE decision-making occurs amongst white boys. The next chapter discusses the emergent findings 

which were presented in chapter’s four and five.   
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6.0 Chapter Six - Discussion of Findings 
 

6.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter presents discussion of the overarching themes that emerged from the findings chapters 

on the perspectives of the boys and their social network. The discussion chapter seeks to explain 

how the findings contribute towards the body of knowledge on how social capital influences white 

working-class boys with their HE decision-making process and serves to illuminate the research 

questions: 

1. In what ways do social characteristics have an impact on white working-class boys’ HE decision-

making at Key Stage 4? 

2. How do white working-class boys define and discuss the membership of their social network in 

relation to HE decision-making? 

3. In what ways and through what processes does the social network influence white working-class 

boys’ decision-making about HE at Key Stage 4? 

 

The discussion is organised in three overarching themes, the impact of: (1) bonding social capital; (2) 

bridging social capital and (3) linking social capital, on the boys’ HE decision-making process.  

However, as highlighted by Putnam (2000) it is not always helpful or straightforward to pigeon-hole 

examples into one of the above three themes, therefore there will be some overlap on the network 

types in the discussion of the three themes.  

 

6.2 The Value of Bonding, Bridging and Linking Social Capital  
 
The study clearly establishes that value inheres in the social relations of the boys’ social networks. 

Understanding the nature of this resource can help shed light on the ways in which the network 

influences the boys’ decision-making about HE.  The discussion chapter draws on the concept of 

social capital, which is defined by Portes (1998, p.6) as “social capital stands for the ability of actors 

to secure benefits by virtue of membership in social networks or other social structures.” This 

section intends to examine the nature and range of social capital resources held by the social 

network. The concepts of ‘bonding’, ‘bridging’ and ‘linking’ social capital will be used to identify the 

nature and strength of the capital held amongst the network members. As presented in the 

literature review, Putnam (2000, p.22) defined bonding social capital as “exclusive”, and “inward 



 
 

113 

looking and tend[s] to reinforce exclusive identities and homogenous groups”. Putnam defines 

bridging social capital as “inclusive”, “outward looking and encompass[es] people across diverse 

social cleavages” (ibid). Whilst Woolcock (2001, p.13) defines linking social capital as capital “which 

reaches out to unlike people in dissimilar situations, such as those who are entirely outside the 

community, thus enabling members to leverage a far wider range of resources than are available in 

the community.”  

 
In this study, bonding, bridging and linking social capital often takes the form of ‘talk’ and the 

findings overwhelmingly illuminated the power and influence of the resource of talk on the boys’ HE 

decision-making process. Raffo et al (2007) identifies the importance of talk in the form dialogue, 

which has the capacity to transform lives.  Specifically, catalysts for HE talk and subsequent emotions 

and actions following on from HE talk were revealed by both the social network and the boys. This 

finding represents a valuable contribution to knowledge in the area of supporting white working-

class boys HE decision-making process especially when the boy’s formal network predominantly 

consisted of strong ties to network members with no HE experience to talk about. 

 

It is the dialogue with those network members who have HE knowledge and experience, who are in 

a position to transform the lives of the white working-class boys, in the absence of the boys and for 

some networks, their own lived experiences of HE. This chapter will draw specifically on Edward’s 

(2004) social capital framework, which was presented and discussed in the literature review (see 

page 37).  Reference to Edward’s four network attributes: network quality, network structure, 

network transactions and network types will be made throughout the chapter.  

 

6.2.1 Bonding Social Capital 

 
As discussed by Semo and Karmel (2011) bonding social capital is commonly represented by informal 

ties including: family, neighbours, school networks and those with similar characteristics. This 

section predominantly discusses the bonding social capital available through the mother, father, 

siblings, extended family, nominated friends, neighbourhood and the boys themselves.  In addition, 

reference to bridging and linking social capital is also discussed when it is held by the bonding social 

network.  

 
The type and extent of social capital available through the network was associated with the 

complexity of social class; generally the more socially and educationally disadvantaged parents in 
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this study possessed smaller amounts of social capital and therefore had smaller networks to 

mobilise  to support influencing their sons.   

 
Understanding the process of influence for HE participation, mothers were identified by their sons as 

having a powerful influence on their HE decision-making.  The study confirms the findings of Burke 

(2006) that mothers educational aspirations for her son was a very important influence on their 

aspirations. Mothers were a very powerful source of influence on their sons and the most constant 

presence in their sons’ lives. Despite relationship break-ups amongst four mothers and the boys’ 

biological fathers, the mothers main focus was to provide stability and support for their son, in order 

to maximise his chances of having better opportunities in life than they did.  

 

White working-class boys’ horizons for action are vital for post-16 progression to college and HE. 

Archer and Yamashita (2003) found that horizons were grounded within complex, social identity and 

institutional process, and educational policies and the boys’ horizons were bounded by complexities 

of gender, race and social class.  Mothers nurtured their sons and genuinely valued the benefits of 

education to increase social mobility, even if their own educational experience had not been so 

positive. The working mothers straddled two roles, to get paid employment and be active parents in 

their son’s life. The mothers reported the positive impact of their strong work ethic on their son and 

most interviewed mothers talked positively about their job roles. All the mothers were very 

appreciative and supportive of the bridging and linking widening participation activities and 

acknowledged the increase in horizons that these had on their sons, for example HE was a route that 

their son could pursue and fit in at university.   

 

The boys’ mothers were classified in the NS-SEC from class 2 (lower managerial, administrative and 

professional occupations) to class 8 (never worked and long-term unemployed); those in the lowest 

categories registering as socially and economically disadvantaged. As presented in the literature 

review by Strand (forthcoming), there is a strong link between disadvantage and weak academic 

attainment. All of the boys in this study had attained well in education and belonged to each 

school’s ‘gifted and talented’ group and therefore did not contribute towards the attainment gap  

statistics that are clearly visible between advantaged and disadvantaged groups. The evidence 

suggests that the positive influence of the mother would have strongly impacted on the boy’s 

attainment in school. 
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Throughout all of the literature, FSM eligibility stands as an SES variable which is highly collated to 

poor academic attainment. Within this study only one boy, Boy 1 (working-class), was in receipt of 

FSM and he was most at risk out of all the boys of not passing his GCSEs, despite being very 

academically gifted. Boy 1 was an only child and lived with his mother, seeing his father infrequently. 

Boy 1 was the only participant to lack the benefit of a second “at home parent” (Portes, 1998, p.11). 

This was a complex case as Boy 1 had been diagnosed with ADHD and his mother had given up work 

to be able to support him, for example, by being at home when he was sent home from school due 

to disruptive behaviour. Boy 1 and his mother were socially and economically disadvantaged and 

had limited access to additional bonding networks (e.g. immediate and extended family) that would 

be able to support with raising aspirations and moreover access and introductions to bridging and 

linking networks.  In order to support her son, Boy 1’s mother had taken the decision to isolate 

herself and her son from perceived unsupportive influences which included her “dysfunctional” 

family and relationships with other men. This also extended to going out and socialising with friends, 

therefore seriously limiting the network type and structure. The isolated social environment 

increased the strength of the bonding social capital for Boy 1 and his mother expressed that she 

provided lots of support for him to make his own decisions.  She also acknowledged that her 

knowledge of HE was “not enough”.  Boy 1 however was very self-reliant and always reported that 

he made his own decisions and did not seek out support or guidance from the rest of his network. 

The impact of this isolation constrains the breadth of choices and aspirations (Holland et al, 2007); 

however, the mother of Boy 1 was acutely aware of the limitations and impact of their isolation. As 

such, she looked to her son’s friends to provide him with additional emotional and decision-making 

support, that staying in education and progressing to HE was the norm. In addition, she looked to 

the teachers at school to provide her son with encouragement and support to keep him in the 

classroom, so that he would have the exam results to progress onto college. Furthermore, the 

mother of Boy 1 highly valued the teacher’s knowledge of progression routes to college and HE.  

 
A couple of the parents steered their sons to follow family traditions, for example the mother of Boy 

7 (working-class) was disappointed that her son did not want to take an engineering apprenticeship 

and follow in his father’s footsteps. Whilst the father of Boy 10 (middle-class, 1st generation) 

desperately wanted his son to follow in his science/engineering footsteps. These parents had 

achieved good incomes and fulfilling work from their job roles and therefore advised their sons to 

follow suit. In addition, these parents had bridging connections which they could utilise in the future 

to help their sons to gain their first job role.  
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The mother of Boy 8 (middle-class, 2nd generation – the only network classified as 2nd generation) 

utilised the bridging social capital available within her extended family to help broaden her son’s 

horizons for HE by calling on her brother who had been to university and was living in Edinburgh to 

support her son’s decision-making. However, no parents directly reported asking teachers for this 

additional support.  

 
This study adds to the recent findings by Hartas (2012) who argued that in terms of raising 

aspirations, parents matter mostly for who they are; income, social class and educational 

qualifications rather than occupation. In this study, specifically for the most socially disadvantaged 

mothers, the level of the mother’s educational qualifications had a powerful impact upon whether 

their son would progress to HE, which supports findings from Strand (2011). The findings chapter 

presented the destinations of the mothers aged 16 and revealed that no mothers had attended HE 

straight from college, at age 19. As identified in chapter five, four of the mothers returned to 

education after having their children; two participated in and achieved level 2/3 qualifications and 

another two mothers continued with their learning to level 7. The impact and influence of mothers 

returning to education on their son’s HE decision-making is important, as this has impacted upon 

social mobility. This was exemplified by Boy 2 (working-class) who identified that as his mother had 

not been to HE, her influence on his decision-making would be limited, as she did not possess 

knowledge about HE that he deemed helpful.  

 
 
Mothers 1, 6 and 7 (working-class) and 10 (middle-class, 1st generation) did not formally participate 

in any other education once leaving formal education at either 16 or 19. These mothers identified 

that their influence on HE decision-making would be limited, as they had not been to university and 

therefore did not possess knowledge or information about HE, or the norm of how to behave whilst 

at university. Boy 10 openly discussed that his mother would have very little impact on his HE 

decision-making for that reason but expressed that she was very good at providing support. Besides 

providing support for HE decision-making, these mothers had little personal contact with bridging 

and linking network types to call upon to support their sons with their HE decision-making.   

 
Mothers 2 and 3 (working-class) had both returned to education in order to prove to themselves 

that they could do it, given the right support from the college and their stable family circumstances. 

The educational experience of Mother 2 was not that positive, as she experienced feelings of 

educational failure at GCSE level. However, this did not negatively impact upon her attitude towards 

her son’s educational journey, and she always talked to him about the benefits of education, for 
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example, a more fulfilling life. The mother of Boy 3s return to education experience had an 

emancipatory impact, allowing her to have her academic abilities formally recognised by 

qualifications.  Returning to education had provided these working mothers with greater knowledge 

about the format of GCSE exams which they could use in turn to support their sons with their own 

GCSE exams. In addition, the mother’s social network structure increased allowing opportunities to 

talk to other people who had also returned to education as mature students. The mothers of Boys 2 

and 3 were positive role models as they were not just preaching the benefits of educational 

participation, but practicing it also. Boys 2 and 3 were aware that their mothers had returned to 

education and were proud of their mothers for taking this action.  

 
Mothers returning to study as mature students experienced some social and economic hardships, in 

the instance of Boy 8 (middle-class, 2nd generation) moving 50 miles from the family home to be 

closer to university and reduced family income. Whilst the mother of Boy 9 (middle-class, 1st 

generation) had returned to education after qualifying to be a hairdresser and then having a family. 

These mothers felt that their return to education contributed towards the influence they had on 

their sons, as their sons were able to physically see them studying in the home environment. 

Mothers studying at university were able to talk to their sons about their course, learning materials, 

the social networks they developed and university life; the boys were able to appreciate the 

commitment required to get to and be successful in HE. The impact of the mother's postgraduate 

education resulted in increased material resources and wealth as well as access to a wider range of 

network types providing bridging and linking social capital through the introduction of new people 

and networks, increasing density of their network and value of their social relations, in addition to an 

increase in social mobility. Both mothers were able to go on and obtain professional jobs in social 

care/education. From the four mothers who participated in education as mature learners, three of 

the sons have progressed to HE.  

 
The positive impact of mother’s education on their sons means that it should be on the government 

agenda as a way of increasing white working-class boys’ aspirations to progress to HE. Austerity 

measures have resulted in cutbacks in the education and training budgets of many organisations 

which may well currently impact on mothers’ access to workplace education and training. In 

addition, with the introduction of full paying tuition fees and limited funding support for part-time 

courses, mothers returning to HE as part-time mature learners may be severely hindered. The 

detrimental effect of reduced access to education for mature learners could significantly impact 
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upon the educational aspirations and access to bridging and linking social networks and social 

mobility of their sons.  

 
The literature review presented that, where individuals from poorer social economic backgrounds 

attain the necessary qualifications at a level 2 and level 3, they are just as likely to participate in HE 

as their more advantaged counterparts, thus reducing gaps in HE participation rates. However, 

Chowdry et al (2008, p.51) found that "the same cannot be said for white British students". This was 

exemplified by one boy in particular (Boy 9, middle-class, 1st generation) whose mother accessed HE 

as a mature student. However, her son did not complete his level 3 education despite having the 

benefit of seeing the impact of her educational success on family life and their increased social 

mobility. This goes to support that the decision-making process of white working-class boys is very 

complex and whilst Boy 9 was surrounded by evidence to support him to make a decision to 

complete his level 3 qualifications, ultimately it was not that simple. Whilst mothers have been 

proven to have an impact and this impact is further extended if mothers return to learning, it still 

does not guarantee that their sons will follow in their footsteps and progress through education to 

attend HE.  

 

Despite the lack of some mothers’ formal educational qualifications, they were identified by their 

sons as being very supportive, but not as influential in the case of Boys 4 and 10 whose fathers had 

participated in HE at the age of 19. In these cases, so long as professional support was available 

within the family, these boys generally progressed onto HE.  A limitation of this work is the fact that 

the study was more embedded in the mothers’ perspective as opposed to the fathers’, this was not 

deliberate but a result of mothers being the main carer in separated families and their availability to 

participate in interviews.  

 
 
The father of Boy 10 (middle-class, 1st generation) expressed that his son would benefit from his 

experiences of going to university, allowing his son to be substantially more prepared than he had 

been, as the first in his family to participate in HE. HE participation was the expected norm in this 

family and educational decision-making was founded on future HE participation. The father of Boy 

10 expected his son to follow in his choice of career trajectory of studying physics at university, 

followed by a career in engineering. As Boy 10 reported, his father used sanctions and attempted to 

“heavily persuade” his career choice, and talked negatively about studying non-science subjects at 

university.  
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Turning to the influence of nominated friends on the HE decision-making process, Brooks (2003) 

found that the influence of friends on HE decision-making was under theorised, therefore this 

section seeks to contribute towards what little is known about white working-class boys and the 

influence of their friends. Nominated friends provided a specific and important role for HE decision-

making, they offered a listening ear; the ability for their friends to share their thoughts on their post-

16 decision. Nominated friends were non-judgemental and did not offer advice (unless asked). Their 

main role was to listen, to allow the boys to “get it off their chest” without the worry of judgement 

which potentially came from other network members (e.g. parents/teachers). This was an 

interesting finding, shedding additional light on the process of influence that friends have. Therefore 

showing that friends could be a network member who had a listening/sounding board function who 

did not judge. Bonding social capital in this instance did not work negatively; the boys did not 

experience ‘unbalanced bonding’ (Edwards, 2004, p14) and subsequently were not excluded by their 

school friends for possessing different aspirations. However, none of the boys or their nominated 

friends discussed sharing with each other the social capital that they possessed, for example, 

knowledge of HE gained from bonding family members who attended HE (in the cases of Boys 4, 8, 9 

and 10). This was possibly due to a lack of understanding of social capital as a resource held in 

relationships, which can be used to achieve things.  

 
Entwined with influence of friends is the construct of masculinity, the characteristic forms of 

behaviour expected by males, which generally presents itself when in the company of other male 

friends. The impact of being a young male and the social expectation of acting "macho" (Mac an 

Ghail, 1994) in front of peers were displayed by all boys on a range of different levels. Examples 

included non-disclosure in group interviews of belonging to or participating in a range of social 

institution activities from the church to the Scouting movement, which was only revealed by parents 

during their interviews. I interpreted this as the boys not wanting to lose any credibility that had 

been developed amongst their peers during their time in secondary school, and being potentially 

worried about social exclusion if they discussed that they participated in activities which were not 

perceived to be the norm and different to the study group.   

 

The boys displayed masculine behaviour through ‘showing off’ and not always listening during the 

early stages of data collection whilst they settled into a relationship with the study group and myself. 

Only Boy 9 (middle-class, 1st generation) persisted with not answering my questions during the 

group interviews and the residential participation interview questions. I was not surprised by the 

masculinised behaviour of the boys, but I was interested in the levels of masculinity displayed and 

overall I felt that all the boys, except one, demonstrated awareness of their behaviour. On reflection, 
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School B’s collection of boys’ data was through a series of group interviews and this contributed 

towards the masculine behaviour that was displayed, as these boys were influenced by the 

masculine behaviour of their friends.   

 

Whilst this study focuses on the social network, I must address the evidence presented on the social 

practice of how the boys spent their time after school. The findings revealed that the boys spent 

their time in three places; home, school and extracurricular activities. The findings surprisingly 

revealed that little time was spent developing bonds outside of school with their school friends, as 

such there was very little meeting up with friends outside of school, going to their house or ‘hanging 

out’ on the streets. Instead some of the boys (Boys 2, 3 and 6 – working-class; Boy 9 – middle-class, 

first generation) were supporting with childcare directly after school, whilst in the evenings most 

were on their computers for homework and gaming purposes. Some of the boys participated in 

extracurricular activities (e.g. Scouting movement, church and sports) but generally that was the 

extent of their reason to leave the house, as the boys were far more comfortable socialising via the 

Internet. 

 

The boys did not express a desire to either leave or remain in their neighbourhood; however, for the 

five boys who progressed to HE, their HE institution choices reflected the findings of Archer and 

Yamashita (2003) who found that working-class young men were reluctant to move into middle-class 

areas where they may not fit in. Four of the five boys (Boys 2, 3, 4 and 8) who entered HE have gone 

on to local universities within a 20 to 30 mile radius of their home. Only one boy (Boy 10) accepted a 

place further afield, in London to study theology and this could be associated with the powerful 

amount of cultural and social capital held within his network culminating in his decision to study 

away from the family home. As previously identified, this boy’s father had attended university at the 

age of 19 and maintained that his son would be prepared for HE, whilst Boy 10 regularly 

acknowledged that his father often talked to him about going to university. Boy 10 was an active 

member of the local church and therefore surrounded by bridging and linking networks, which 

culminated in him deciding to take a gap year to participate in voluntary work in a less developed 

country.  

 

In conclusion, this section on bonding capital supports the findings of Thomas and Webber (2001) 

who highlighted the role and importance of social capital and the interaction of networks and 

norms, which impinged on individual choices. This was very clearly shown within the findings, as it 

was generally the norm for those boys who had formal networks with HE experience to progress to 
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HE. However, there were exceptions and one boy, whose mother had participated in HE as a mature 

student, did not himself progress to HE. In this instance his mother had advised that education did 

not have to be one continuous process and she supported her son in finding his way in his own time, 

the way that she had returned to education as a mature student, therefore following the norm of 

her route into HE. Other exceptions were boys 2 and 3 (both working-class) who did not have 

anyone with HE experience in their formal network and yet these boys would be “participation 

pioneers” (Fuller and Heath, 2010, p.142), the first in their family to go to university, therefore 

breaking the norm. The next section presents discussion on bridging social capital which helps to 

illuminate the influence of the broader social network on the HE decision-making process.  
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6.2.2 Bridging Social Capital 

 
Bridging social capital provides access to ties to external networks and their resources which allows 

people to ‘get ahead’ (Holland et al, 2007, pg. 101). In my study, I have associated bridging social 

capital with teachers and broader community groups who I have suggested can be viewed as 

‘significant others’ that are involved in providing extra-curricular activities.  Reference to bridging 

social capital (and by association linking) is also discussed when it is held by the bridging network. 

This section discusses the influence of teachers in order to illuminate how this generates bridging 

social capital that has an effect on white working-class boys’ HE decision-making. All of the 

nominated teachers identified that they came from working-class backgrounds, apart from the 

teacher of Boy 6, who discussed that both of his parents had attended HE and that he was bought up 

with “middle-class values”, therefore placing him in the middle-class category.  

 

Utilising the support of teachers in the formal network who have HE experience, brings additional 

social capital to the network, allowing the boys to benefit from the teacher’s own HE experiences 

plus knowledge of the local job market and specific careers which can help to broaden the boys’ 

aspirations. For example the teacher of Boys 1 and 3 (both working-class) organised opportunities 

for them to meet music teachers at the local sixth form college, in order to support their transition 

from school to college. This provides an example of the bridging social capital which some teachers 

were able to share. In addition, the entire music department in School A was motivated to provide 

their music students with opportunities to develop their understanding and passion for music.  This 

was achieved through organising recitals whereby local college music departments were invited to 

watch the students perform and external visits to local college music departments were arranged. 

Both School A and the local colleges held a shared common purpose that music could be a successful 

route for post-16 study, especially for young people who did not have a history of post-16 

educational participation. In addition, it allowed the boys to build up trust with the local colleges, in 

the form of useful information regarding the music course and college and demonstration from the 

college that support would be available. As stated by Field (2003) trust is pivotal to the successful 

functioning of all relationships.  

 
The teacher of Boy 1’s motivation to help her student stemmed from growing up in the location of 

School A and seeing first hand that her school friends did not ‘make it’. She understood the concept 

of the ‘strength of weak ties’ (Granovetter, 1983), which had held her friends back from achieving 

their potential.  
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The potential of teachers to influence boys’ decision-making was embedded in the context of their 

teaching and in the classroom environment. Nominated teachers from working-class backgrounds 

were able to associate with boys and their social context.  These teachers discussed their working-

class roots and how they drew on this to support aspiration raising. A number of the boys discussed 

that they preferred to talk to their nominated teacher regarding IAG as they trusted these teachers 

The relationships with these teachers had developed over the three previous school years. In 

addition, the teachers were keen to share their knowledge in order to provide guidance on FE/HE 

and the local job market, therefore supporting the findings of Connor (2001) that some teachers can 

play in important role in providing IAG, due to information benefits associated with extended 

networks. These teachers felt that they were in a stronger position than parents to provide post-16 

IAG. Whilst Foskett, N., et al (2008) identified the limitations of non-trained IAG teachers providing 

IAG for post-16 progression, some teachers were of the view that some IAG was better than the 

limited IAG which teachers felt was provided by parents. None of the teachers questioned, reflected 

on the quality of the information they provided although in a few instances they did refer students 

onto the school's career adviser for more professional guidance. However, students’ feedback on the 

IAG from careers’ advisors received in school was not positive or complementary, potentially 

because the boys had not been able to develop a relationship with the careers’ advisor and 

therefore did not trust their IAG. In turn, a valuable form of linking capital which could broaden 

horizons was often missed. 

 

Teachers generally provided a holistic approach to teaching; focusing on developing the whole 

student, going further than their teaching and learning job role. I labelled these teachers as 'active-

influence' and they were teachers who undertook proactive steps to support and develop their 

students’ aspirations.  Nominated teachers were generally found to be active-influence teachers 

rather than non-active-influence. Despite teachers’ workloads, those with a holistic perspective 

found time to support their students’ aspirations. This role was in addition to their core teacher 

function.  

 

Active-influence teachers displayed a range of positive processes to support the boys with their HE 

decision-making which included talking about HE and aspiration raising, behaving in a positive 

manner towards HE, undertaking specific actions to support the boys with their HE decision-making 

and providing aspiration raising activities to help the boys think about HE, therefore developing self-

efficacy to be able to make a decision about HE participation. The teachers demonstrated that they 
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understood the value of social networks to support their working-class student who had limited 

access to networks with social capital. These active-influence teachers utilised their access to social 

networks internally within the school and externally, i.e. links to sixth form colleges to develop 

bridging and linking social capital resources to support with aspiration raising and transition in order 

to support their students’ aspirations and to take actions which they perceived and understood that 

parents would not be able to undertake in order to develop the boys’ social capital.  

 

The finding of active-influence teachers may be related to the school ethos which in part is formed 

by government policy. For example, the former Labour government’s education policy included 

dedicated curriculum time to develop students as citizens and support them to make a moral, social 

and economic contribution to society. This holistic role is not as supported by Coalition government 

policy who in 2010 proposed wide ranging changes to the national curriculum including the removal 

of citizenship education, in a bid “to return the National Curriculum to its intended purpose - a 

minimum national entitlement organised around subject disciplines” (DfE, 2010). However, after 

political lobbying, the Citizenship Foundation (2013) reported a reprieve on dropping citizenship 

from the curriculum, and noted the damage caused by three years of uncertainty around citizenship 

education. This exposes that current education policy may hinder or distract teachers from providing 

a holistic perspective on student support and aspiration-raising.  

 

Several of the boys in School B revealed the interesting concept of the ‘waffle teacher’ which 

warrants further discussion to understand what can be learnt from this term in order to support 

white working-class boys with their HE decision-making.  ‘Waffle teacher’ refers to the process of 

teachers sharing HE experiences occurs in the classroom and is not generally planned into the 

content of the lesson plan. ‘Waffle teachers’ provide a contribution to existing knowledge on the 

process of influence and reveals how the phenomenon presented itself in the classroom setting, and 

the influencing value it provided, whilst acknowledging both benefits and limitations of this concept. 

‘Waffle teachers’ were not providing individualised IAG but focusing on their lived experiences as 

previous HE students, who had spent time at university.  

 

Value was added if teachers, who discussed their own HE experiences, were trusted and respected 

by their students and the content of the HE talk was perceived as credible. Students appreciated 

these HE information insights and were able to recall them during the interview process, thus 

showing that the teacher’s insight must have been heard and internalised. However, teachers did 

not always successfully manage to integrate their personal HE experience talk into their subject 
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discussion, and students were aware that they were “going off” subject.  Interestingly the study 

revealed that this could have a positive impact in the classroom, especially when white working-class 

boys have dense strong networks without HE experience. In addition, trust of the teacher and 

credibility of content need to be high in order to have a positive impact on HE aspirations.   

 

‘Waffle teachers’ were reported to not add value if a boy’s network included members with 

powerful HE experience, which could be drawn upon at any time. One of the boys, Boy 10 (middle-

class, 1st generation), expressed that he would have preferred no discussion of HE in school time, 

instead wanting teachers to focus on their core job role; imparting subject knowledge. For this boy, 

despite meeting Aimhigher targeting criteria, was from a socially advantaged background and had 

access to a range of weak ties that were able to provide knowledge of HE decision-making. In fact, 

Boy 10 was one of the most likely boys in School B to go onto HE. 

 

This section has illuminated the role of teachers and highlighted the process of how influence for HE 

in school occurred. This section confirms that teachers can have a powerful impact on white 

working-class boys; however the teacher has to have a belief of holistically developing their 

students, combined with the quality of sharing their social capital with their students in order to 

raise aspirations.   

 

The study builds on findings from Foskett, N. and Hemsley-Brown (2001) who identified the negative 

impact of non-alignment of teachers’ and parents’ messages on young peoples’ decision-making 

thus making the HE decision-making process more challenging. Evidence presented from this study 

supports that where networks’ messages for HE decision-making do not align, the impact can be 

challenging on the final choice of post-16 study.  In addition not all network members shared the 

same outlook on boys’ aspirations. For example some parents had what could be considered 

‘unrealistic’ aspirations (Reay et al, 2005) for their son, i.e. the mother of Boy 3 wanted her son to be 

a vet and the mother of Boy 1 wanted her son to become a doctor (both working-class). However 

the parents did not personally know any doctors/vets or people in these professions and did not 

understand what support or resources were required in order for their son to successfully transition 

into these roles. Here there was a lack of bridging and linking capital within the network to allow the 

boys to gain information on the role and how to get into the profession. Whereas teachers were 

inclined to be more realistic, having an understanding of the availability and requirements of some 

job roles. Therefore there was non-alignment of aspirations and this appeared to negatively impact 

on the boys in various forms. 
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However, other parents, notably those mothers who had not been as successful as they would have 

liked in their formal education, due to a variety of social and personal reasons, had high aspirations 

for their sons. Parents without HE experience encouraged their sons to aspire to HE even though 

they lacked HE knowledge and experience. Where available, these parents used support from other 

formal network members, in order to bridge the gap in their knowledge. The final part of this section 

highlights the role of significant others in providing bridging social capital.  

 

The majority of parents highlighted the influence that ‘significant others’ had on their son. However, 

the boys rarely discussed or acknowledged the influence of significant others (e.g. Scout leader, 

church, sports coaches). Parents clearly understood the value of these relationships and revealed 

that significant others had supported with aspiration raising and helped their son to find work 

experience or provided work experience. For example, Boy 9 (middle-class, 1st generation) 

undertook work experience in the engineering workshop owned by his Army Cadet Leader and Boy 

10 (middle-class, 1st generation) work experience was with a friend of the family in a global 

software/media development company. This access to bridging social capital allowed the boys to 

experience meaningful work experience which was related to a potential future career in the 

industry. The boys reluctance to discuss significant others could be due to not wanting to lose 

credibility in front of peers (as discussed previously) or a general lack of understanding of the value 

and social capital resources contained within these social relations.  

 

In conclusion, this section has shown that the process of developing and utilising bridging social 

capital is complex. In order for the social capital to be effectively used by the boys to develop their 

self-efficacy the relevant social relations must be characterised by trust.  The next section presents 

discussion of linking social capital which helps to illuminate the influence of a far wider social 

network on the HE decision-making process.  

6.2.3 Linking Social Capital 

 
Linking social capital provides access to an even wider range of people than discussed in the 

previous bonding and bridging sections. As identified by Woolcock (2001) these links are entirely 

outside the normal community. For this study examples of linking social capital relate to both the 

Aimhigher residential and Aimhigher activities. The Aimhigher residential took place at a local 

university over three days in the final term of Year 10 for all of the boys in School A and Boys 9 and 

10 (both middle-class) in School B. Aimhigher activities included a range of interventions from short 
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assemblies to one day activities either at school or the university campus. Aimhigher outreach was 

facilitated by a range of university staff including lecturers, student ambassadors and Aimhigher 

staff.  

 

Aimhigher’s aspiration-raising activities, designed to widen HE participation from under-represented 

groups, provided an important vehicle for generating talk about HE. These types of linking social 

capital activities, whether provided at school or a local university campus, provided the boys with 

access to and development of relationships with a range of institutions and kinds of people with 

whom they would not have been able to access in their own community. 

 

The six boys who attended the Aimhigher three-day residential were supported and encouraged to 

interact with students from other local schools, which allowed them to gain significant value from 

being able to talk to other students. The boys quickly comprehended that the students from other 

schools were similar to themselves, in the way that they spoke, the language they used and ability to 

confidently participate in activities. However, more than that, the time spent with other students 

provided them with the confidence to realise that they actually belonged and would be able to fit in 

to the HE environment.  Over the three days through interaction with student ambassadors, 

lecturers and Aimhigher staff the boys had gained valuable knowledge and information about HE 

which had answered their questions and provided first hand insight into the culture of HE. In 

addition, this social interaction provided the boys with confidence that they were clever enough to 

attend HE, thus developing their confidence to develop career goals and in the process widening 

their horizons to what was available at university and how it would benefit them. As reported in the 

findings, one of the boys (Boy 2, working-class) reported that his friends (who had not participated in 

the residential) had decided not to pursue HE as they thought that the level of learning was too high 

and they did not have the intellectual capabilities to succeed in HE.  

 

The residential facilitated the process of developing a vocabulary to talk about HE, which provided a 

double benefit; firstly, the boys benefitted from listening to and participating in HE talk with a range 

of new and supportive people, including those representing high status institutions (including 

universities) designed to raise aspirations for HE study from a local university. Secondly, the boys 

benefitted from sharing their experiences after the residential with their bonding and in some cases 

bridging social networks, engaging in active discussion with them about the widening participation 

initiative. The process of the boys engaging in processes and activities such as explaining, describing, 

evaluating and reflecting on the Aimhigher residential whilst in discussion with their network 
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members had the associated benefits of reinforcing the positive experience it had been designed to 

provide.  Furthermore, formal network members talking to the boys added value to the relationship 

through supporting the boys and some network members with their development in understanding 

the concept of university and explaining linguistic terms associated with HE.   

 

The boys highly valued the aspiration raising activities, particularly the Aimhigher residential which 

promoted a range of positive feelings and emotions from experiencing life on a university campus 

which included interaction with lecturers, student ambassadors and being with peers from their 

school and developing relationships with new peers. The boys that attended the university 

residential found this activity to be a highly credible and worthwhile event and this positive feedback 

was also supported by parents who confirmed the aspiration raising impact of the residential. During 

interviews with parents after the residential some wanted to know how the confidence for and 

excitement about attending HE would be followed up and reinforced at school or by Aimhigher 

before their son forgot the event. The boys were dependent on the school/Aimhigher to provide 

these catalysts and sustain memories. The powerful resource of talk from social interactions with 

peers, student ambassadors and lecturers and positive emotions developed at the residential 

resulted in powerful actions. For example, a number of parents expressed that immediately after the 

residential their son had looked on the Internet at colleges and HEIs to extend their studies.  

 

Following on from the residential, teachers were in a prime position to discuss widening 

participation activities but rarely followed these up with the boys. This would have been a prime 

opportunity for teachers to reinforce the strength of the linking social capital resources that the boys 

had accessed over the residential. Once back at school the bond with school friends, who did not 

participate in the residential, or with little aspiration to progress onto HE, would have over time 

weakened the impact of the residential. This point was made by the father of Boy 9 (middle-class, 1st 

generation) who expressed “there’s no good just doing these things and thinking ‘oh it’s a nice 

weekend away’ and that was it, but that there was no real purpose to it”.  This could be explained by 

teachers not having a full understanding and awareness of the widening participation activities. As I 

observed at both university residentials, participating schools sent a range of staff members from 

Cover Supervisor to IAG Coordinator, however, no teachers were able to attend the residential due 

to their value in the classroom. This appeared to inhibit teachers’ understanding and appreciation of 

the widening participation activities and their ability to reinforce these in the school/classroom with 

the boys. The schools seemed to be unaware of the benefits and additionally were constrained in 

letting teachers attend the residential. This would have further developed the teachers own linking 



 
 

129 

social capital whereby they would have been able to develop relationships and extract value from 

the university staff such as sharing knowledge, information and skills. This could have potentially 

further supported the school in supporting the boys in their HE decision-making. 

 

Furthermore, the boys reported that they were willing to share their positive experiences of the 

residential through presenting at a school assembly with students in the lower years; sharing the 

bridging and linking capital that they have gained over the three days. The boys from School A went 

so far as producing the assembly materials but they were not invited to deliver the presentation. The 

voices and actions of these white working-class boys would have gone a long way in recruiting 

difficult to reach white working-class boys to participate in the university residential for the 

following year.  Moreover, the assembly could have introduced future cohorts of boys to the diverse 

range of social relations that they would have met (lecturers, student ambassadors and students 

from other schools) as well as promoting the value of the residential. In this instance the value of the 

boys’ voices and actions to reinforce the norm of HE aspiration raising work was not developed or 

utilised in either school, much to the boys’ annoyance.  

 

Both the local university who provided the residential and the schools who participated in activities, 

identified that follow-up with the boys was difficult as each had budget and staff constraints, 

therefore limiting the follow-up that they were able to make.  This example supports the point made 

by Raffo et al (2007) that there is a clear widening participation theory, policy and practice gap at the 

individual (micro) level.  Furthermore, the example demonstrates that there is still work to be done 

on how to get the most from partnership working to ensure that the residential aim, to raise 

aspirations and the additional benefits that accrued from it, i.e. positive emotions towards HE, are 

maximised.  

 

Ultimately, the schools viewed the residential as a ‘one-off’, not fully appreciating the potential of 

the social capital benefits that arose from the residential. In addition, the follow up by Aimhigher 

was not understood or fully appreciated  and therefore was not factored in as part of the package.  

In this study, the boys who attended the Aimhigher residential encountered a range of network 

types and each had a positive impact, which when combined had a powerful effect. As a result of the 

residential, the boys undertook additional research to gather information regarding future course 

choices, therefore showing that horizons had been widened. For example, Boys 1, 2 and 6 (working-

class) and 9 (middle-class, 1st generation) sat down with their mothers after the residential and 

looked at and discussed college and university courses.  
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Expanding this discussion into a societal perspective, the catalysts supporting white working-class 

boys to talk about HE were already available through widening participation activities. Post-

Aimhigher, HEIs are investing heavily in outreach programs as stated in their Access Agreement, in 

order to reach under-represented groups including white working-class boys. The focus now must be 

on utilising the value of talk from social networks, specifically those that provide linking social 

capital, to help normalise HE as a potential route. Furthermore, to embed sustainability of these 

widening participation catalysts in order to gain maximum benefit from them for white working-class 

boys who possess dense bonding networks with limited HE experience.  

 
One way in which Labour government social policy attempted to support disadvantaged 

communities from obtaining value from social capital within their area was through the 

development of SureStart Children’s Centres. Moreover, this was a specific theme that emerged 

from the findings. Raffo et al (2007; p.39) discussed how educational and social policies have been 

developed to get working-class parents to behave like middle-class parents. However, these policies 

have done little to take account of poverty, stress, ill-health and poor living conditions associated 

with some deprived communities, and these factors have made it difficult for sections of the 

population to prioritize education (Gewirtz, 2001).  

 
In two cases the mothers of Boys 2 and 3 (both working-class) were employed in a SureStart centre 

which focused on development of social mobility for families with young children who attended. 

SureStart was able to provide the mothers with a range of social capital resources including access 

and immersion in aspiration raising information, material resources and development of significant 

weak ties including links to an extended network of health and social care professionals who were 

committed to social justice and improving the social mobility of the neighbourhood.  

 
Interviewing both mothers revealed evidence that working for SureStart had increased their 

aspirations, for example the mother of Boy 3, when asked about her current aspirations stated that 

“I want to take over running the SureStart centre”. In turn it can be inferred that they had more 

confidence to support their sons with their aspirations and post-16 trajectories. Since working for 

SureStart both mothers undertook additional qualifications in the form of either work based or 

scholastic (GCSE/A-level). This return to learning did contribute towards the amount of social capital 

held within the family and mothers were observed as being highly aspirational and supportive of 

their sons. Both boys were highly motivated and aspirational at school. They were highly regarded 
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by their nominated teachers and went on to perform very well in their GCSEs, despite both having 

lived in single parent families and moved a number of times on their local estate.  

These findings begin to extend current knowledge on the impact of SureStart centres for white 

working-class boys and can be potentially positioned as raising the boys’ aspirations for HE 

participation as an intergenerational transmission of aspirations from a disadvantaged mother 

working at a SureStart centre to their son.  

 
SureStart is just one example of social inclusion support which allows mothers (and fathers) to 

access a range of services underpinned by social capital resources to help them provide a far more 

stable life for their families and raise aspirations. These bridging and linking social capital resources 

are invaluable to the lives of the community they serve and this study has identified just one 

unanticipated benefit to support raising aspirations of disadvantaged families and young people. I 

would imagine that there are additional anticipated benefits from these initiatives which once 

revealed can be utilised for the good of the local neighbourhood/intended audience. As such, whilst 

SureStart struggle to get the local working-class community using its services, perhaps this is a way 

of overcoming that barrier of HE aspiration, through employing and offering work-based learning to 

mothers as a way of providing them with access to bridging and linking networks. In turn, new weak 

ties are developed which help to support mothers’ aspirations for themselves which they can pass 

onto their children and their social networks, therefore contributing towards mobilising 

disadvantaged young people in the local community and associated networks.  This supports the 

findings of Fuller (2011, p. 85) who found that participation in a Family Learning Centre* enabled a 

range of linking social capital effects including access to weak ties which increased the range of 

resources available and subsequent “flow through [to] the interpersonal relations in the community, 

producing a collective good”.  

 
Framing this finding within society and acknowledging the substantial impact of the current macro 

environment, SureStart initiatives have been reduced in order to contribute towards austerity 

measures and reductions in local government budgets. The finding from my research acknowledges 

the beneficial impact of policy initiatives such as SureStart, especially as they focus directly on the 

mother, who as discussed has a powerful influencing role with the network on her son’s HE decision-

making. 

 
In conclusion, this section on linking social capital has shown that it needs to be planned by those 

with access to it in order for it to be realised by those boys with dense strong ties.  Access to this 
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type of wider social capital is outside of the bonding and bridging networks of the majority of the 

boys, hence the powerful impact of the Aimhigher residential. The next section discusses the 

collective influence of bonding, bridging and linking social capital in order to assess the collective 

impact of all social networks.  

 

6.2.4 The Collective Influence of Bonding, Bridging and Linking Social Capital 

 
Developing the concept of social network influence is the notion of collective influence of network 

members. This is an exciting insight as it allows researchers and practitioners to bring together what 

is known about the role of individual influence for HE decision-making and develop it, looking at the 

collective effect of multiple influencers for raising white working-class boys HE aspirations. 

The concept of collective influence moves forward findings from Connor et al (2001, p.37) who 

identified ways that ‘educators’ affected individual’s decisions. My evidence has indicated that 

bringing together formal and informal sources of influence within the social network can have a 

more powerful influence. Collective influence allows bonding, bridging and linking network types to 

work together, therefore overcoming potential issues associated with absence of bridging and 

linking social capital.  

 
The literature review suggested that formal (e.g. parents) and informal (e.g. friends) networks do 

have an influence on white working-class boys and this study found evidence that influence from 

both sources can be combined to achieve a greater collective influence on boys’ aspirations.  Limited 

bridging and linking social capital held by one network member could be compensated by the capital 

held by another network member. For example, the mother of Boy 1 (working-class) expressed that 

“I only know so much. He gets help from school and friends regarding decision-making”. 

 
The collective influence intends to break down barriers that boys are faced with and address what 

Thomas and Webber (2001) discuss as an array of complex factors which appear to influence the 

intention decision for boys. If this array of barriers including social, personal and economic can be 

overcome through the support of collective influence then ultimately boys will be in a stronger 

position to make an informed decision about HE participation.  Furthermore, collective influence is 

particularly pertinent to white working-class boys as it has already been found that girls are far more 

influenced by their own self-perceived ability, whilst for boys they are influenced by a wider set of 

factors (Thomas and Webber, 2001). 
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Appreciating that dense bonding social capital can be constraining (Holland et al, 2007), collective 

influence demonstrates that there is a role for the social network to discuss and collectively align the 

boys’ aspirations in order to overcome the absence of sufficient weak ties. The process of positive 

collective influence will only succeed in adding value if a boy’s aspirations are shared between home, 

family, friends and school, thus allowing network members to provide consistent and supportive 

messages for the boy’s future goals and dreams. I suggest that there could be considerable benefit 

to white working-class boys’ HE aspirations if the process of knowingly aligning collective influence 

were to take place. However, that does not mean that boys will progress to HE and as presented in 

both findings chapters, the process of HE decision-making is grounded in complex social situations 

which can rapidly change from one day to the next.  

 

6.3 Conclusion to discussion chapter 
 
This chapter has discussed the pertinent influence of bonding, bridging and linking social capital 

findings on white working-class boys’ HE decision-making. The chapter discussed that HE decision-

making is bound by social characteristics and access to social capital resources available within the 

network which are permeable and fluid. In addition, HE decision-making is also mediated by the 

impact of government policy (e.g. widening participation intervention, i.e. Aimhigher and community 

initiatives, i.e. SureStart).  

 
As expected, some network members had more influence than others. Generally, those network 

members who were able to provide the most influence in supporting the boys to progress to HE had 

the greatest understanding of the value of their social capital and how this resource could be used. 

In addition, these influential network members were also disposed to share their social capital ‘gift’ 

(Portes, 1998, p.5).  

 
The role and importance of social capital and the interaction of networks and norms has clearly been 

discussed. It was generally the norm for boys who had formal networks (parents) with HE experience 

to progress onto HE, however the study has discussed exceptions. In addition, for boys without HE 

experience in the formal network, the study has discussed the impact of linking social capital, which 

extended the boys’ horizons and allowed them to see HE as a definite progression route, specifically 

Boys 2 and 3 (both working-class) who attended the Aimhigher residential and their mothers who 

worked for the local SureStart Children’s Centre.  
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Mothers were found to be very supportive and all held high aspirations for their sons. A number of 

mothers had returned to education and these mothers were able to access and mobilise a range of 

social capital resources to support their sons and also reduce the weakness of strong ties, as they 

had developed relationships outside their existing bonding network.   

 
The chapter has revealed that parents understood that social capital is a resource which can add 

value to their sons’ aspirations and HE decision-making.  The boys on the other hand did not fully 

appreciate the value of social capital and did not actively seek out relationships and were reliant on 

their families, friends and others? to lead on this.   The chapter explained the complexity of social 

class and social relations, from the perspective of working-class and middle-class parents. More 

often, working-class parents looked for support from other network members outside their bonding 

network to provide collective influence (e.g. teachers), exposing their sons to others in the network 

who could use their social capital resources to widen the boys’ horizons.  

 
Throughout the study the process of ‘talk’ with the social network has been found to be a highly 

valued resource and also a catalyst for action. The boys particularly appreciated widening 

participation experiences, whereby they engaged in a range of conversational activities with people 

outside of their normal homogenous group. In addition, parents revealed that the Aimhigher 

residential had a significant positive impact on the boys’ HE aspirations through access to linking 

social capital. The next chapter presents the conclusions and recommendations on the influence of 

social networks on white working-class boys’ HE decision-making and identifies implications for 

theory, practice and policy makers.  
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7.0 Chapter Seven – Conclusions and Recommendations  
 

7.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter presents the conclusions on the role and influence of social characteristics (gender, race 

and social class) and social networks on white working-class boys’ HE decision-making process.  I also 

set out the original contribution to knowledge made by this thesis, recommendations for policy and 

practice, and suggestions for future research.  

Chapter 1 presented a very recent ‘call to action’ from David Willetts, the Universities minister, 

telling HEIs that they should recruit more white working-class boys in the wake of stark figures 

showing a large reduction in applications from men. In addition, young people with limited 

qualifications have historically encountered greater difficulty in finding employment.  This statement 

of the current situation underlines the importance and timeliness of the current research, which  

explored two core sets of factors in white working-class boys’ HE decision-making: firstly, the impact 

of the social characteristics of gender, race and social class, and secondly the influence of the boys’ 

social network. For this study, the boys’ social network was defined as those with whom the boys 

had interaction and whose views helped to form the context in which they were making their 

decisions (Fuller et al, 2011).  

The literature review in Chapter 2 showed that HE decision-making has been empirically researched 

regarding a range of social context variables including case study research on advantaged and 

disadvantaged, ethnic minorities, mature students, and neighbourhood. However, very little 

empirical research existed about white working-class boys whilst in KS4 (secondary school), when 

the boys were thinking about their future career and making ‘life choice’ decisions about progression 

after school.  Therefore this study provided considerable scope for exploring the role of social 

networks on white working-class boys’ HE decision-making, whilst also trying to understand the 

intersections of gender, race and social class on this process.  

This original empirical research was designed to explore and illuminate white working-class boys’ HE 

decision-making, with a specific focus on the influence of their social network. The innovative case 

study research approach was small-scale and involved 9 cases; each case consisted of a boy and his 

parent(s) plus nominated teacher and friend from school. Analysis of the case studies has revealed 

important insights into the impact of social characteristics, the process of social network influence 

and the phenomenon of how the social network influence occurs in the white working-class boys’ HE 

decision-making. Three overarching themes were presented in Chapter 6 that contributed to 

answering the research aim: (1) the value in social relationships (2) the influence of mothers and (3) 
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the influence of teachers, friends and other informal sources.  Embedded within these three themes 

were the impact of gender, race and social class. The next section presents the conclusions based on 

the key findings of the study.  

7.2 Research Conclusions 
 
The recruitment of white working-class boys to participate in this study was a real challenge. As 

shown within the study, the recruited boys were not all representative of the selection criteria. 

Those boys who did participate were the ones who returned the parent consent and assent forms, 

and some of these participants were less disadvantaged than others. The more marginalised boys 

who would have met the selection criteria were the boys who did not participate in this study. This 

factor alone reinforces the point made by Reay et al (2005, p.130) that “social class remains a major 

fault line in patterns of HE participation”.  

Gender and social class were highly ingrained within the decision-making of each boy; these social 

factors were so deeply entwined that it was very difficult to specifically identify the influence of 

each. The impact of each social factor further depended on the amount of HE experience within the 

boy’s family. 

The study pinpointed that the less disadvantaged families, particularly those with HE experience in 

the family were able to draw on and use the social capital that was held in the network to support 

the boy with his aspirations and decision-making. However, the most disadvantaged families had 

dense bonding social networks with little HE experience. This directly impacted on the amount of HE 

social capital resource available within the network to help mobilise the boys’ aspirations. However, 

despite this, there was no lack of aspiration of the working-class families, who had very high 

expectations for their sons. 

Everyone in the social network had a role to play in influencing the boys’ HE decision-making. 

Mothers in particular had the biggest role and influence in supporting their son. Every mother had 

very high aspirations for their son and did their best to support him. Due to relationship break-ups, 

biological fathers were not always physically present in their son’s lives and therefore were not able 

to influence him on a daily basis. In these cases, fathers were on the periphery of their son’s HE 

decision-making. Step-fathers in this study were highly respected by the boys, and their role was to 

support the boy’s mother. The HE experience of extended family members became useful, however, 

it has to exist to be drawn upon and in this study, very few extended family members had HE 

experience. Siblings and peers were found to have some influence. Older male siblings were able to 

share their experiences regarding their life choices; however, the relationship between the boys and 
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older female siblings was not conducive to sharing experiences. Peers provided a very important 

listening and non-judgemental role.  

 
Moving outside the boundaries of the family, the bridging social capital that was available through 

the boys’ relationships with teachers was important and highly valued by parents for their ‘active-

influence’ role in aspiration raising and sharing their knowledge of HE with the boys. However, very 

little joined-up and collective influence was found between home and school. The Aimhigher 

residential had a very powerful impact on the boys who attended and provided them with access to 

linking social capital which was not available in all of the networks. Those boys from working-class 

backgrounds especially benefitted.  

7.3 Original contribution to knowledge 
 
The study provides an important contribution to knowledge on the influence of the social network, 

which in turn will allow policymakers and educational practitioners a much needed steer on the 

process of supporting white working-class boys with their HE decision-making.  

Overall the study provided a vital insight into the role of each network member and also their 

combined ‘collective influence’. As expected mothers had a very strong influence, importantly those 

disadvantaged mothers who had involvement in their local SureStart Children’s Centre, were able to 

increase their aspirations for themselves and mobilise and pass this extended horizon for action 

onto their sons. Friends who have been relatively under-theorised in the literature were found to 

have a supporting role, which allowed the boys to share their aspirations without judgment. This 

comforting role appeared to provide self-confidence for some of the boys so that they were able to 

progress to HE.  

My evidence suggests that teachers provided a valuable ‘holistic’ approach to supporting the boys. I 

conceptualised these teachers as ‘active-influencers’ as they were able to fill in some of the gaps 

that parents and families were unable to cover due to not having HE experience. ‘Waffle teachers’ (a 

term coined by one of the participants) had a positive influence on those boys from families with no 

previous HE experience. Teachers talking about their own personal HE experiences added value to 

the boys own limited knowledge of HE. Network members who shared knowledge of the boys’ 

aspirations were able to collectively provide a more powerful ‘collective influence’, compared to the 

network members who did not have shared knowledge of the boys’ aspirations.  

Catalysts for talking about HE amongst the social network were absolutely vital. Talking catalysts 

were highly valued by the boys and network members. Ultimately, it may not have been the 



 
 

138 

widening participation activity itself that had the strongest influence on decision-making, but the 

opportunity for the boys to reflect on the activity through talking with network members about their 

experiences of widening participation events. The study findings culminated in the production a 

conceptual framework, which presented the ‘process of influence’ of the social network. The 

framework established the significance of the processes of conversational, behavioural and 

experiential factors, and how these processes influence the boy’s with their HE decision-making. 

These findings present a new contribution to discourse on the influencing role of social networks on 

white working-class boys’ HE decision-making, from a micro, meso and macro policy perspective. In 

addition, the study presents a conceptual framework to establish the ‘process of influence’ for white 

boys.  

7.4 Policy implications 
 
The study concludes that to increase the representation of white working-class boys in HE a number 

of policies and initiatives needs to be developed for a range of stakeholders which span across 

education and public policy. This would involve a partnership and multi-agency approach which has 

a specific focus on supporting the meso-level social network members to influence individual boys. 

At the micro level, a ‘case’ approach for each white working-class boy presents itself as a possible 

way to really understand and allow policy to properly comprehend the effect of social characteristics 

which have such a large impact of white working-class boys HE decision-making.   

 
From this small scale study a few key challenges have emerged which need to be addressed in order 

to make a difference to white working-class boys and their HE decision-making. As shown from the 

study, recruiting white working-class boys to participate in this study was very difficult. Key social 

indicators used in school and university such as POLAR3 have targeting limitations. Whilst using 

POLAR is a step in the right direction, it is still not nuanced enough to correctly identify who should 

be targeted.  

 
In this societal era which currently pervades the thoughts, functions and actions of society, the 

government are morally bound to make the right decisions to support white working-class boys who 

previously have been overlooked by education and public policy. A fundamental challenge for policy 

makers is to provide resources and support for network members in order to allow them to provide 

informed and appropriate support which will help the boy with his HE decision-making.  This 

requires a radical shake-up in how resources are distributed to support the most disadvantaged in 

society. Historically HEIs have received funding to provide widening participation activities. However, 
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the study has shown that the benefit of these activities has been produced through the boys talking 

to network members about the activities and HE. A potential solution to improving the impact of 

widening participation activities aimed at white working-class boys is for HEIs to fund experienced 

widening participation team members to spend time working in schools, to be an effective conduit, 

who can understand and reduce the barriers to talking for teachers and white working-class boys, 

therefore supporting boys to participate in widening participation activities and consequently 

discuss their experience of participating in the activities.  

 
Moreover, government policy needs to be developed to provide support for the mother, who has a 

very powerful and valuable role in raising and mobilising her son’s aspirations. Whilst previous 

research has acknowledged the pivotal role of the mother in aspiration raising, this study shows that 

for all the boys, and especially the white working-class boys, the role of their mother was even more 

valuable for raising HE aspirations due to limited access to other network members, and members 

with HE experience. 

7.5 Implications for practice 
 
What I outline below are a number of practice initiatives that will go some way to making inroads on 

this complex social problem. The practice implications have been proposed to include the input of 

every social network member, however, more responsibility has been given to schools with support 

from the government. This is because schools are conduits to the local HEIs that provide aspiration-

raising activities. Schools already have an established relationship with HEIs via outreach and schools 

are a constant in the white working-class boys’ lives and can represent a source of stability. Finally, 

schools have an understanding of the benefits of HE and therefore have value to add in the process 

of raising aspirations for white working-class boys’ HE participation. However, not all teachers seem 

to fully recognise the role that they could play in raising white working-class boys’ aspirations.  

 
As already highlighted, correct targeting to ensure that white working-class boys are included in 

widening participation activities is vital for their HE decision-making. My experiences have shown 

inconsistency in schools’ approaches, and whilst HEFCE have invested in the POLAR system, this 

system is not without fault. Using POLAR, plus information elicited from the boys themselves, 

parents and teachers will help to move forward with targeting more disadvantaged students who 

would benefit the most from these activities. 
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Catalysts, such as specific widening participation activities for talking about HE have a fundamental 

impact on HE decision-making. Ultimately, no catalyst results in no talking about HE between 

network members, which in turn results in no reflection. It is not just the case of having HE catalysts, 

but also planning for how to make the most of the widening participation activity after the event, to 

encourage the boys to talk and reflect on their experiences. This is where the real value of the 

widening participation experience was held. Furthermore, positive memories that follow on from 

the HE talk catalysts need to be embedded and sustained. As such, planning for catalysts needs to be 

viewed holistically, so that maximum benefit can be gained. As catalysts for HE talk generally take 

place within the school environment, then the school along with the HE outreach teams must work 

together on these. Planning should include how informal network members could also contribute to 

the value process of talking of their son/brother, etc. 

 
Teachers already value the benefits of HE and therefore this value could be included and extended 

into the classroom in a planned approach, through the role of continuing professional development.  

This recommendation takes the benefits gained from the ‘waffle teacher’ and spreads this across the 

school, for all teachers to discuss at relevant points during curriculum/extra-curriculum time. The 

outcome will emphasise that this is a normal course of action and that boys could benefit from HE. 

However, resources and training need to be provided to teachers working in inner city schools such 

as Schools A and B who are already working within a highly complex and challenging environment.  

 
Schools working with white working-class boys, would benefit from the employment of a dedicated 

graduate, preferably a young white working-class male from the local area who ‘made it’ to 

university. This graduate would act as a role model, whilst also undertaking a student mentor role. 

The student mentor would be in a position to understand and appreciate the complexities and 

constraints of the pervading social characteristics which impact upon HE decision-making. This 

initiative of employing a young graduate as a student mentor has been successfully used with a 

number of schools and School A self-funded this role for two years, during 2009-2010, prior to cuts 

in the education budget, which resulted in this post being removed.  

 
The study itself added value to the boys HE decision-making process and it had a powerful influence 

as the boys had their voices heard. The boys said that they had benefitted from participating in the 

study as it boosted their self-belief and made them feel that they were clever enough to attend HE. 

Adding to the role of the student mentor, could be the formation within school, and supported by 

HEIs, of inclusive white working-class boy groups which allow the boys to have their voices heard 
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whilst discussing questions about their future decisions and career choices. This approach has the 

potential to unintentionally stigmatise the boys, however this has to be weighed up against the 

benefits of forming this group, to reduce gender inequality in HE. Ultimately, this group would 

support the boys’ aspirations, growth and emotional development whilst boosting their self-

confidence, that they could ‘make it’ to HE. 

 

7.6 Recommendations for further research 
 
This section outlines future research which could be undertaken in order to extend and progress this 

study.  

1. Further research would benefit from an ethnographic study during Year 10 focusing on 

one or two cases which goes even deeper into the decision-making process to assess the 

influence of the formal group (parents, teachers, significant others and family) in far 

more detail.  

2. More research on the role of siblings and friends which are both still under-theorised 

and under-evidenced. 

3. The role of the absent father and what they add to the process of influence. 

4. Based on the outcomes of the boys in this study, I highly recommend that a similar study 

is repeated which illuminates the phenomenon of white working-class boys’ HE decision-

making whilst participating in 16-19 education.  

5. To pilot a study which develops materials to educate both formal and informal network 

members and importantly includes the boys themselves about the role, value and 

accessing social capital. This will support the network with explicitly understanding what 

social capital they hold, how it can benefit white working-class boys and what actions 

they can take to share their capital with the boys and develop their own capital.  

6. Building on the findings that boys spend a lot of time on the internet, I suggest further 

research which assesses how online social networking sites could be used to influence 

the boys’ HE decision-making. 

7. How boys interpret the process of influence and barriers that impact upon enablement 

of the process of influence.  
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7.7 Research limitations 
 
This final section includes reflections on the research process and is intended to support future 

researchers with researching into white working-class boys and their social network.  

 
The first limitation which has already been emphasised in this chapter is the study group. I had been 

into both schools twice to explain the research and selection of the study group. I also left written 

information in the form of research proposal and research ethics documentation. Despite the 

schools using either POLAR or schools own social indicators and the schools personal knowledge of 

the boys, those selected were not all marginalised disadvantaged white working-class boys. The 

biggest limitation here lies with school/Aimhigher datasets, which were not nuanced enough to 

capture data which provided a true representation of social class. The data that provided the most 

reliable indicator of social class was the HRP data. However, schools do not collect this data, so I was 

only able to collect it once consent/assent forms were returned from the boys, thus demonstrating 

the difficulty in accessing the correct data to make the most appropriate targeting decisions. A 

potential solution is to talk to active-influence teachers who know their students, who may be able 

to also suggest students to participate in a study where selection criteria are vital. However, based 

on my experiences in two secondary schools this still would have been difficult to organise without 

seeming not to respect or appreciate the efforts of those I had been dealing with already in the 

school. As a former secondary school teacher myself, I understand how difficult it is to gain access to 

a school, so I was grateful to both schools for supporting this study over years 10 and 11. On 

reflection, if I were carrying this study out again, I would work harder to ensure that the link person 

in the school was clear about the requirements of the study group.  

 
The research participants in School B included boys who I would place further towards being ‘less 

disadvantaged’. In the case of School B, twelve boys attended the ‘introduction to the study’ 

meeting, but only five returned consent/assent forms. There is a possibility that those who did not 

return were more marginalised, but I will never know. To overcome this I would use tactics 

employed by School A, whereby the Student Mentor phoned parents first to brief them on the study 

and let them know to expect an envelope including study details and form to be signed would be in 

their son’s bag. Boys who did not return forms were chased by the Student Mentor through a phone 

call to parents and a personal reminder during tutor time. All boys who had been invited returned 

consent forms.  
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I was also presented with one ethnic minority working-class student. However, in order to respect 

the wishes of School A and not wanting to exclude this boy from the study, I carried out all the data 

collection with this boy. I did not want him to feel marginalised or different to the other boys in the 

group or impact this boy’s self-confidence or HE intentions. During analysis, this boy’s data was 

disregarded so as not to influence the research process from a non-white perspective.  

 
Another research limitation was the study and my personal impact on the study findings. As already 

discussed in this chapter, one parent and one boy specifically highlighted the impact of being 

involved in this study and my presence over the two years. It is impossible to separate the study and 

myself from the outcome of the white working-class boys’ HE decision-making. Five of the nine boys 

were accepted for HE (three are currently completing their first year at university and two are on 

gap years).  

 
During my time with the boys I worked hard to develop a relationship and connection with them on 

a professional level. My focus was to make them feel comfortable participating in the research, in 

order for the boys to share their thoughts and feelings regarding HE decision-making. To support 

with developing the relationship, I always bought chocolate for the boys as a way of thanking them 

for their participation that particular day, however, this may have contributed to the imbalance of 

the power in the relationship that I was trying to reduce. At the end of the study the boys all 

received a gift token for a store of their choice. I found that these very small gifts went a long way in 

showing the boys that their contribution was highly valued; it is also noteworthy that none of the 

boys withdrew from the study.  

 
The final point that I would like to share is the way that I carried out data collection with the boys in 

each school and the lessons that I learned from that. School A provided me with access to the boys 

on an individual basis and I spent time with each boy in the classroom. By contrast, School B did not 

provide me with access to the boys in the classroom; instead I saw them as a group during one of 

their citizenship lessons. Initially I was concerned that not seeing the boys in the classroom setting 

and not having individual access would reduce the content of the data collected. However, the group 

interviews worked very well and the boys were happy bouncing ideas off each other and supporting 

their answers with their own examples.  When I tried to conduct a group interview at the end of 

Year 11 in School A, the boys were not so prepared to discuss points, as they were used to being in 

an individual context with me. During the group interview I gained the answers I required, but very 

little additional information which would have revealed any further depth or insight. Therefore, I 
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recommend that group interviews worked very well despite my initial reservations and also that the 

boys did not respond to positively to changes in the way that data was collected. In conclusion, the 

researcher has to be flexible and respect the school’s wishes, in order to maintain the relationship 

with both school and participants.  
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Appendices: 
 

Appendix A: Aimhigher Targeting Guidance to Schools 
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Appendix B: Initial Survey to ascertain biographical and socio-economic 
information 
 

PERSONAL DETAILS 

1. Your Name:…………………………………………………………………….. 

 
2. Date of Birth:………………………………… 

 
3. Home (where you are currently living) address and post code: 

Address:  
  
Post Code  
 
4. Which Primary school did you attend?  

 
Please state:……………………………………………………………………….. 

 
5. What do you plan to do when you leave school? Please tick () one box. 

 Go onto further education/6th Form 

 Apprenticeship 

 Don’t know/unsure 

 Other, please state:………………………………………………………. 

6. Do you have a disability? Please tick () all relevant boxes. 

No known disability  Blind/partially sighted  
Deaf/hearing impairment  Wheelchair user/mobility difficulties  
Personal care support  Mental health difficulties  
An unseen disability eg diabetes, 
epilepsy, asthma 

 Multiple disabilities  

Autistic spectrum disorder  A specific learning disability eg 
dyslexia, dyspraxia, ADHD 

 

A disability not listed    
Please advise of any individual needs below: 

 
FAMILY OCCUPATION AND QUALIFICATION DETAILS 

 

7. Who do you currently live with – please tick () those that apply. 

 biological (birth) mum   step mum   legal guardian 

 biological (birth) dad   step dad   other 

8. Please state the occupation of your parents (biological & step).  Please only complete 
those that apply. 
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Parent Occupation Full-time 
() 

Part-time 
() 

Unemployed 
() 

Biological dad     
Biological mum     
Step dad     
Step mum     
Legal guardian     
Other 
 

    

 

9. Do your parent(s)/legal guardian(s), who you currently live rent or buy their house? please 
tick () one box: 

 Rent their house from the council 

 Rent their house from a private landlord 

 Pay mortgage on their house 

 Own outright 

 Don’t know/Unsure 

 
11. How many brothers and sisters (siblings) do you have? Please provide a number (from 0 
upwards) in each of the boxes. 

 biological brother  half brother  step brother 

 biological sister   half sister   step sister  

12. How old are your siblings as outlined on in question 11 and what do they do. Please 
complete the table below.  Examples are provided to give you support. 

 Sibling Age Occupation 
Example Biological Sister 17 College student 
Example Half Brother 8 Pupil at primary school 
Actual    
Actual    
Actual    
Actual    
Actual    
 

13. Has anybody in your immediate family (mother, father, legal guardian, siblings, 
grandparents) completed a course at a higher education institution?  Please circle () 
relevant answer. 

Yes/No/Don’t know/Unsure 

If yes, please complete the following table 

 Family Member Level of Study 
Example Biological Dad Degree 
Example Half Brother Unsure, but think went to University 
Actual   
Actual   
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Actual   
Actual   
Actual   
 
14. Have you ever received free school meals? Please circle () relevant answer. 

Yes/No 

15. Do you currently have free school meals? Please circle () relevant answer. 

Yes/No 

16. Ethnic Origin: 

Please tick only ONE box. 

White British  White Irish  Other White background  
Black or Black British –  
Caribbean 
 

 Black or Black British –  
African 
 

 Other Black background  

Asian or Asian British –  
Indian 
 

 Asian or Asian British –  
Pakistani 
 

 Asian or Asian British –  
Bangladeshi 
 

 

Chinese or other ethnic  
Background - Chinese 

 Other Asian  
background 

 Mixed – White and Black 
Caribbean 

 

Mixed – White and Black  
African 

 Mixed – White and  
Asian 

 Other mixed background  

Other ethnic background 
 

 Own description: 
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Appendix C: Boys Individual Structured Interview Schedule (School A) 
 

Individual Interview Schedule – School A 

Participant Number: 

Date: 12th January 2009 – 16th March 2009 [interview questions took place on a range of 
dates/times]   

Location: School A, range of different classrooms 

Details: General questions to develop relationship with the boys 

 

1. Hobbies/interests? 
 

2. What think of school? 
 

3. Are you focused and committed? 
 

4. How are you at home? Relationship with parents/siblings? 
 

5. HE thoughts at the moment? 
 

6. Work experience? 
 

7. College? 
 

8. What are your friends doing when they leave school? 
 

9. Do you talk to your friends about what doing when leave school? 
 

10. Where live/lived? 
 

a. Self confidence - Describe whether confident or not? 
b. Who has an impact on your confidence? 
c. Relationship with family members – impact of mum/dad siblings on your confidence? 
d. Attitude to school: 
e. Any poignant moments that has impacted on your attitude? 
f. What motivates you at school? 
g. Wage earner – do you think about family in future and wage earner?  
h. Does that scare you – affect your attitude towards what you are going to do when 

you leave school? 
i. Influences on decision making: (Rank and discussion) 
1. Parents 
2. Siblings 
3. Peers/friends 
4. Teachers 
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5. Careers IAG 
6. School Mentor 
7. Aimhigher events 
8. Other 
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Appendix D: Boys Individual Structured Interview Schedule (School B) 
 

Individual Interview Schedule – School B 

Participant Number: 

Date: Friday 20th March 2009    

Location: School B, classroom 

Details: Potential factors influencing career/HE decision-making  

a. Self confidence - Describe whether confident or not? 

b. Who has an impact on your confidence? 

c. Relationship with family members – impact of mum/dad siblings on your confidence? 

d. Attitude to school: 

e. Any poignant moments that has impacted on your attitude? 

f. What motivates you at school? 

g. Wage earner – do you think about family in future and wage earner?  

h. Does that scare you – affect your attitude towards what you are going to do when 
you leave school? 

i. Influences on decision making: (Rank and discussion) 

1. Parents 

2. Siblings 

3. Peers/friends 

4. Teachers 

5. Careers IAG 

6. School Mentor 

7. Aimhigher events 

8. Other



166 
 

Appendix E: Boys Group Discussion Interview Schedule (School A) 
 

School A Group Discussion Questions 

Date: Wednesday 3rd June, 4pm, 2009  

Location: School A Library 

 

Parent/Legal Guardian: 

1. Aspirations for parents when left school? 
 
Son: 

2. Parents aspirations for you when leaves school? 
 

3. Mum’s influence on your d-making? 
 

4. Dad’s/stepdad influence on your d-making? 
 

5. What support/direction do parents give to you for future career/education? 
 

6. Their expectations for you? 
 

7. What are your expectations for yourself? 
 

8. Do your parents discuss the financial cost with you of going to uni? Is that a concern 
at home? 

 

9. Biggest influence on your decision-making (rank and discuss): 
a. Parents: 
b. Siblings: 
c. Family members: 
d. Peers: 
e. Careers advisors: 
f. Role models: 
g. School – teachers: 
h. School – culture: 
i. Aimhigher events: 

 

10. Difference between boys and girls attitudes to school? 
 

11. Do boys have a different attitude to school than girls? 
 

12. Any thoughts on why ‘boys like you’ don’t go onto HE? 
 
 
Aimhigher residential: 
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i.  
Have you talked to others about your Aim Higher experience? 

ii.  
What positive things did you say? 

iii.  
Any negative things that you said to others about it? 

iv.  
Did your teachers ask you anything about the residential?  
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Appendix F: Boys Group Discussion Interview Schedule (School B) 
 
Group Interview Schedule – School B 

Participant Number:  

Date: Friday 13th March 2009   

Location: School B, classroom 

Details: General interview to develop relationship with the boys 

 

1) Hobbies/interests? 
 

2) What think of school? 
 

3) Are you focused and committed? 
 

4) How are you at home? Relationship with parents/siblings? 
 

5) HE thoughts at the moment? 
 

6) Work experience? 
 

7) College? 
 

8) What are your friends doing when they leave school? 
 

9) Do you talk to your friends about what doing when leave school? 
 

10) Where live/lived? 
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Appendix G: Boys Group Discussion Interview Schedule (School B) 
 

Group Interview Schedule - School B 
Participant Number: Boys  

Date: 20th April 2009  

Location: School B, classroom 

Details: Influence of social network 

 

Parent/Legal Guardian: 

1. Aspirations for parents when left school? 
 
Son: 

2. Parents aspirations for you when leaves school? 
 

3. Mum’s influence on your d-making? 
 

4. Dad’s/stepdad influence on your d-making? 
 

5. What support/direction do parents give to you for future career/education? 
 

6. Their expectations for you? 
 

7. What are your expectations for yourself? 
 

8. Do your parents discuss the financial cost with you of going to uni? Is that a concern 
at home? 
 

9. Biggest influence on your decision-making (rank and discuss): 
a. Parents: 
b. Siblings: 
c. Family members: 
d. Peers: 
e. Careers advisors: 
f. Role models: 
g. School – teachers: 
h. School – culture: 

Aimhigher events: 

 

10. Difference between boys and girls attitudes to school? 
 

11. Do boys have a different attitude to school than girls? 
 

12. Any thoughts on why ‘boys like you’ don’t go onto HE? 
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Appendix H: Boys Group Discussion Interview Schedule (School B) 
 
Boy Group Interview Questions – End of Year 10 

Participant Number:  
Date: Friday 5th June 2009 (Year 10) 

Location: School B, classroom 
Details: Final catch up in Year 10, focus on clarification of points made previously 
 
Questions for Boys 9+10 Only – Who Attend Aimhigher Residential 

1) Did you talk to others about your Aimhigher experiences? 
2) What positive things did you say? 
3) What negative things did you say? 
4) Has the school asked for your feedback/followed this up ? 
5) Did any teachers ask you about your experience? 

 
Work Experience: 

1) How did work experience compare to Aimhigher event? 
2) Has it confirmed what you want to do when you leave school? 
3) Has it made you think about Uni more/again? 

Questions for those Boys Who Did not go on Residential 

1) Probe, why not follow up on Aimhigher residential – you have mentioned a few times 
about not going despite wanting to.  
 
Individual Follow up Questions with Specific Boys 

Boy 8: Why navy helicopter – where did this aspiration come from? 
 
Boy 6: Tell me more about what you are doing at XXXX University regarding an English 
taster day? 
 
Questions to All Boys: 

Work experience 
1) Where did you go? 
2) Why did you go there? 
3) How did you get on? 
4) How has this impacted upon your future decision-making for career/HE? 
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Appendix I: Boys Group Discussion Interview Schedule (School B) 
 

Group Interview Schedule –School B – End of Year 11 

Participant Numbers: Boys 
Date: 9th  May 2010 (Year 11) 
Location: School B, classroom 
Details: One year on - Year 11, developments to influence on HE decision-making 
 
General: 

1) How has this year gone? 
 
Aimhigher: 

1) Any Aim Higher activities that you have participated in this year?   
2) Do you think that Aim Higher has increased your aspirations to go on to university? 
3) Do you think that it has been worthwhile? 
4) What do you remember about the aim higher residential? 
5) Do you think Aimhigher has had a lasting impact? 
6) Do you think you are going on to university? 

 
Post-16 trajectory: 

1) What are you going to do once you leave school? 
2) What courses? 
3) Which college? 

 
Influence: 

1) Who has had the biggest influence on your decision making to go on to 
college/university? 

2) Influence of parents? 
3) Have your parents changed their aspirations for you?  
4) Influence of teachers? 
5) Have teachers talked to you about their experiences? 
6) Influence of careers advisors? 
7) Influence of friends? 
8) Have you experienced any peer pressure in terms of either to perform or not to 

perform academically? 
 
Barriers to participation: 

1) Family concerns over higher education, thinking about fees, finances, you’ve already 
mentioned? 

2) Does self belief, self doubt and self perception play any role in your thoughts about 
going to university? 

 
  



  
Page 172 

 
  

Appendix J: Observation Guide - School A  
 

School A - Observation Form – Year 10 Tutorial   

Date: Tuesday 16TH December 2008 

Aim of this session: DVD on HE and Q+A session. 

Format: Mini workshop with Year 10 and Year 11 Gifted and Talented students and those 
interested in Uni. 
 
Time: 0840-0900 

Location: IT room 

Presenters: Aimhigher co-ordinator/student mentor and Math’s teacher 

Resources used by presenter: DVD then discussion 

Presenting style: (i.e. informative, formal, relaxed) 

Approximate number of young people present: 15 

General observations: 

 

Observation 
Notes: 

B1:  B2:  B3:  B4:  B5:  

Body language: 
(positive, 
negative, 
interested, 
receptive, 
pensive) 

     

Questions 
asked: 

     

Interactions 
with 
peers/teachers/ 

Presenter 

     

General 
Observation: 
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Appendix K: Observation of Boys at Aimigher Residential   
 

SCHOOL A OBSERVATION OF BOYS – AIMHIGHER RESIDENTIAL 25-27 MARCH 2009  

DAY 1 - – Wednesday 25th March 2009 

BOY NO. General 
Observation
s: 25th 
March 2009 
Day 1 

Date: 25th March 
2009 
Day 1 (1245-1315) 
Discussion/Observat
ion Point: Student 
Union Talk 

Date: 25th March 
2009 
Day 1 (1245-1315) 
Discussion/Observat
ion Point: English 
with XX and XX 

Date: 25th March 
2009 
Day 1 (1400-1600) 
Discussion/Observat
ion Point: Initial 
Impressions - after 
English session 

Evaluatio
n after 
Day 1 

Overall/mi
sc 

     

Boy 1      
Boy 2      
Boy 3      
Boy 4      
Boy 5      
 

DAY 2 – Thursday 26th March 2009 

BOY NO. General 
Observatio
ns: 26th 
March 
2009 
Day 2 

Date: 26th March 
2009 
Day 2 (0930-1200) 
Discussion/Observati
on Point: 
Archaeology) 

Date: 26th March 
2009 
Day 2 (0930-1200) 
Discussion/Observati
on Point: Initial 
Impressions (after 
archaeology) 

Date: 26th March 
2009 
Day 2 (1245-1530) 
Discussion/Observ
ation Point: History 
session 

Evaluati
on after 
Day 2 

Boy 1      
Boy 2      
Boy 3      
Boy 4      
Boy 5      
 

DAY 3– Friday 27th March 2009 

BOY NO. General 
Observation
s: 27th 
March 2009 
Day 2 

Date: 27th March 
2009 
Day 3 (0930-1200) 
Discussion/Observati
on Point: Film 
Studies 

Date: 27th March 
2009 
Day 3 (0930-1200) 
Discussion/Observat
ion Point: MFL 

Mentor Group 
Presentations 

Evaluati
on after 
Day 3 

Boy 1      
Boy 2      
Boy 3      
Boy 4      
Boy 5      
 

SCHOOL B OBSERVATION OF BOYS – AIMHIGHER RESIDENTIAL 31st MARCH-1st APRIL 2009  

DAY 1 - Monday 30th March 2009 [RESEARCHER UNABLE TO MAKE THIS DAY] 
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DAY 2 - Tuesday 31st March 2009 

BOY NO. General 
Observation
s: Tuesday 
31st March 
2009 Day 2 

Date: 31st March 
2009 
 Day 2 (1000-1130) 
Discussion/Observat
ion Point: Audiology 
Lecture 
 

Date: 31st March 
2009 
 Day 2 (1300-1400) 
Discussion/Observat
ion Point: Physics 
Lecture “Big Bang till 
now” 

Date: 31st March 
2009 
 Day 2 (1400-1600) 
Discussion/Observat
ion Point: Rocket 
make and do activity 

Evaluatio
n after 
Day 2 

Overall/mi
sc 

     

Boy 9      
Boy 10      
 

DAY 3 - Wednesday 1st April 2009 

BOY NO. General 
Observation
s: 
Wednesday 
1st April 
2009 
Day 3 
 

Date: 1st April 2009 
Day 3 
 (1245-1315) 
Discussion/Observat
ion Point: Great 
Moments in Science 
 

Date: 1st April 2009 
Day 3 
 (1245-1315) 
Discussion/Observat
ion Point: Forensic 
Science Activity  
 

Date: 1st April 2009 
Day 3 
 (1400-1600) 
Discussion/Observat
ion Point Final 
Presentation Session 
by students 

Evaluatio
n after 
Day 3 

Overall/mi
sc 

     

Boy 9      
Boy 10      
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Appendix L: Parent’s Interview Schedule 
 

Parent Interview Questions 

Parent Name: 

Boy’s Name: 

Date: 

Location: 

1. How would you describe your son? 
 
PARENT/LEGAL GUARDIAN: 

2. Go through initial questionnaire – double check answers  
 

3. Own educational history (self and father figure(s) 
 

4. Aspirations for self/husband/father figure when left school? 
 
SON: 

5. Aspirations for son when leaves school? 
 

6. Mum’s influence on son’s d-making? 
 

7. Dad’s influence on son’s d-making? 
 

8. What support/direction give to son for future career/education? 
 

9. Their expectations for son? 
 

10.  Financial implications – does the cost of going to university have an impact on 
decision? 
 

11. Biggest influence on son’s decision-making (rank and discuss): 
a. Parents: 
b. Siblings: 
c. Family members: 
d. Peers: 
e. Careers advisors: 
f. Role models: 
g. School – teachers: 
h. Aimhigher events: 

12. Any thoughts on why ‘boys like you son’ don’t go onto HE? 
 

13. Difference between boys and girls attitudes to school? 
 

14. If your son went on the Aimhigher residential, did you discuss his experiences of the 
residential with him? Did he enjoy it? Is he thinking differently about HE after the 
residential? 
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Appendix M: Peer’s Interview Schedule 
 
Nominated Friends Interview Questions 
 
Nominated Friend’s Name:   

Boy’s Name:   

Q1. How long have you been friends with [friends name]? 

Q 2. How would you describe [friends name]? 

Q 3. How often do you see [friends name] outside of school? 

Q 4. What does [friends name] aspire to do when he leaves school? 

Q 5. Do you talk about future and higher education with [friends name]? 

Q 6. What do you think is the biggest influence on boy’s decision-making to go onto Higher 
Education? [rank and discuss] 

a) Parents  

b) Friends  

c) Careers advisors  

d) Role models 

e) School teachers 

f) School culture 

g) Aimhigher events  

Q 7. Did [friends name] go on the Aimghigher Easter Residential? 

Q 8. Did they talk to you about this? 

Q 9. What did they say? 

Q 10. Do you think this event has had any impact upon their future career/higher education 
aspirations? 

Q 11. What could the government do to increase participation in higher education by under-
represented groups? 

Q 12. What are you own aspirations for when you leave school? 

Q 13. What do your parents do? 
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Appendix N: Teacher’s Interview Schedule 
 

Teacher Interview Questions 

Teacher Name: 

Boy’s Name: 

Date: 

Location: 

1. How would you describe this boy………................? 
 

TEACHERS OWN EXPERIENCES: 

2. Own educational history – do you think this has an impact on your role with working-
class under-represented boys? 
 

BOY: 

3. What does this boy aspire to do when leaves school? 
 

4. Do you have expectations for boy and are these discussed with boy? 
 

5. Do you think that it is the teacher’s role to have expectations of boy and raise their 
aspirations? 
 

6. Is this aspiration raising role ‘formalised’ within the school, or seen as ‘part of the 
role’ or ‘dependant on teacher’? 
 

7. What support/direction have you given to boy for future career/education? 
 

8. Do you think that there is anything else that a school should/could do to support 
these under-represented boys? 
 

9. Biggest influence on boy’s decision-making (rank and discuss): 
a. Parents: 
b. Siblings: 
c. Peers: 
d. Careers advisors: 
e. Role models: 
f. School – teachers: 
g. School – culture: 
10. Aimhigher events: 

 
Any thoughts on why ‘boys like …….. don’t go onto HE? 
 

11. Difference between boys and girls attitudes to school? 
 

12. If Boy X went on the Aimhigher residential, did you discuss his experiences of this 
with him? 
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Appendix O: Head Teacher’s Interview Schedule 
 
Participants Names: 
 
Location: 
 
Date: 
 
Historical Context of School: 

1. When was the school founded? 
2. Historical milestones? 
3. Describe area school is located in. 
4. Social deprivation measure? 
5. Number of students eligible for FSM? 
6. How are you perceived by local community? 
7. Oversubscribed/undersubscribed? 
8. Attainment history – attainment figures by sex for past 3-5 years – do you have this 

data? 
 

Cultural Context of School: 

Leadership 

1. Your influence on the school/your leadership style? 
2. How is the school run? 
3. Your time spent in/out of school? 

 

General Widening Participation (WP) 

1. Your thoughts re the school’s role in increasing progression to HE – is this important 
to the school?  

2. Do you feel that you have a social/moral obligation to support widening participation 
(WP)? 

3. How integrated is WP into the school culture? 
4. Who is responsible for WP activities in the school? 
5. Development of WP in the school (however developed over past 3-5 years)? 
6. What is your personal involvement in WP – hands on/off? 

 

Widening Participation Targeting  

1. Are students from your school encouraged to go onto HE? 
2. Who does the school target for WP activities? 
3. Are you aware of government shift in focus to target boys from lower socio-economic 

groups (LSEG)? 
4. Does the school specifically target/focus on and encourage LSEG HE participation? 
5. Besides Aimhigher, what planned activities/frameworks do you have in place to 

increase students aspirations to go onto HE? 
 

Decision Making 

1. Which internal factors with the school do you think affect the boys’ decision-making? 
2. Which external factors with the school do you think affect the boys’ decision-making? 



  
Page 179 

 
  

 

Future Developments for the school 

1. Cultural/social changes? 
2. Developments for internal structure of the school? 
3. Developments for external structure of the school? 
4. Any other future developments? 

 

Progression Data 

1. Do you track students after they leave school? Employment, education and training 
figures? 

2. Do you have specific figures on A-levels, BTEC/GNVQ, Apprenticeships, NEET? 
3. Do you undertake any HE participation tracking? 
4. Do you have any figures on where WP students end up – impact of WP activities? 

 

Funding 

1. Where do you get WP money from? 
2. Do you have to demonstrate accountability? 
3. How do you demonstrate accountability? 
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Appendix P: Deputy Head Teacher’s Interview Schedule 
 
Participants Names: 
Location: 
Date: 
 
Cultural Context of School: 

Leadership 

1. Your influence on the school/your leadership style? 
2. Your time spent in/out of school? 
 

General Widening Participation (WP) 

1. Your thoughts re the school’s role in increasing progression to HE – is this important to 
the school?  

2. Do you feel that you have a social/moral obligation to support widening participation 
(WP)? 

3. How integrated is WP into the school culture? 
4. Who is responsible for WP activities in the school? 
5. Development of WP in the school (however developed over past 3-5 years)? 
6. What is your personal involvement in WP – hands on/off? 
 

Widening Participation Targeting  

1. Are students from your school encouraged to go onto HE? 
2. Who does the school target for WP activities? 
3. Are you aware of government shift in focus to target boys from lower socio-economic 

groups (LSEG)? 
4. Does the school specifically target/focus on and encourage LSEG HE participation? 
5. Besides Aimhigher, what planned activities/frameworks do you have in place to increase 

students aspirations to go onto HE? 
 

Decision Making 

1. Which internal factors with the school do you think affect the boys’ decision-making? 
2. Which external factors with the school do you think affect the boys’ decision-making? 
 

Future Developments for the school 

1. Cultural/social changes? 
2. Developments for internal structure of the school? 
3. Developments for external structure of the school? 
4. Any other future developments? 
 

Progression Data 

1. Do you track students after they leave school? Employment, education and training 
figures? 

2. Do you have specific figures on A-levels, BTEC/GNVQ, Apprenticeships, NEET? 
3. Do you undertake any HE participation tracking? 
4. Do you have any figures on where WP students end up – impact of WP activities? 
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Appendix Q: Student Mentor’s Interview Schedule 
 
Participants Names: 
 
Location: 
 
Date: 
 
General Widening Participation (WP) 

1. Your thoughts re the school’s role in increasing progression to HE – is this important to 
the school?  

2. Do you feel that you have a social/moral obligation to support widening participation 
(WP)? 

3. How integrated is WP into the school culture? 
4. Who is responsible for WP activities in the school? 
5. Development of WP in the school (however developed over past 3-5 years)? 
6. What is your personal involvement in WP – hands on/off? 
 

Widening Participation Targeting  

1. Are students from your school encouraged to go onto HE? 
2. Who does the school target for WP activities? 
3. Does the school specifically target/focus on and encourage LSEG HE participation? 
4. Besides Aimhigher, what planned activities/frameworks do you have in place to increase 

students aspirations to go onto HE? 
 

Decision Making 

1. Which internal factors with the school do you think affect the boys’ decision-making? 
2. Which external factors with the school do you think affect the boys’ decision-making? 
 

Future Developments for the school 

1. Cultural/social changes that you have observed during your time here? 
 
Training 
1. Have you received any training from Aimhigher so that you are able to undertake that 

part of your job role more effectively? 
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Appendix R: Widening Participation Officer’s Interview Schedule 
 
Participants Names: 
 
Location: 
 
Date: 
 
Targeting: 
1. How successful do you think the Aim Higher targeting materials have been? 
2. What impact on school’s approaches to targeting has the additional targeting training 

and support had?  
3. Do schools now understand the whole concept of targeting and use the Aimhigher 

targeting system so that the right students can be targeted? 
4. Has Aimhigher given any guidance in terms of targeting a specific gender? 
5. I have observed that boys seem to have a serious issue with getting forms signed to 

allow them to participate in activities - is there anything else that can be done to support 

obtaining consent, so that boys can participate? 
 
Tracking: 
1. What is the role of connextions in tracking? 
2. Do you think it is important that widening participation students who attend Aimhigher 

activities are tracked?  
 
Evaluation: 
1. How is Aimhigher evaluated? 

2. How are schools held accountable for the money that they receive to participate in 

Aimhigher? 
 
Influences: 
1. Who do you think influences white working-class boys to go into higher education? 
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Appendix S:  Boy’s Evaluation of Aimhigher Residential 
 

Participants: Boys who attended Aimhigher residential 

Date: Wednesday 1st April 2009    

Location: Coach back to school 

Details: Feedback and Evaluation of Aimhigher three day residential   

1. Positive comments – what was good about the residential? 
 

2. What could have been improved? 
 

3. Further support you would have liked to have made experience this more rewarding? 
 

4. What influence do you think that this residential has had on you – general? 
 

5. What influence do you think that this has had on you – re going onto HE? 
 

6. Can you remember if there was any time during the residential you thought – ‘yes, I 
can really see myself going to Uni now’? 

 
Rank and probe impact with following on thoughts of going onto HE: 

Rank 1 most impact – 7 least impact  

 Impact of representative from school [cover supervisor] =  

 Impact of University Aimhigher Co-ordinator = 

 Impact of student ambassadors =  

 Impact of university lecturers = 

 Impact of friends and their comments =  

 Impact of students from other schools =  

 Impact of university environment (on-campus and halls) =  
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Appendix T:  Predetermined Typologies for Analysis 
 
Boys: 
Attitudes to education 
Traits of boys 
HE decision-making process 
Awareness of attainment and attainment progress 
Social pressure (not looking a failure) 
Self-confidence/ self-belief 
Self-efficacy/self-doubt 
Perception of HE 
Race 
 
Social Relations (parents, siblings, extended family): 
Fear of debt 
Previous HE experience 
Parental attitudes to education 
Parental expectations 
Gendered expectations 
Parent’s occupation and education 
Mother’s role 
Mother’s education 
Siblings influence 
Extended family influence 
Social mobility 
 
Teachers: 
Teacher’s expectations 
Teacher’s attitudes 
Commitment to widening participation 
 
Peers: 
Peer influence 
Peer pressure 
 
Role models 

School: 
Culture 
Ethos 
League tables 
Boy’s bond with school 
Location/neighbourhood 
Commitment to widening participation 
 
Aimhigher and Widening Participation Initiatives: 
Residential 
School based activities 
Targeting students  
Evaluation 
 
 
Participant background: 
Socio-economic status 
Local area culture 
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Government role: 
Widening participation policy 
Bureaucracy  
 
Talking: 
Information flows 
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Appendix U:  Marked-up transcript and memo note  
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Appendix V: Ethical guidelines and forms (all participants) 
 

Ethical Protocol Guidance 

A  ETHICS PROTOCOL GUIDANCE FORM 

This guidance has been developed to assist you in drawing up an ethics protocol for a 
research project or bid for research funding. You are advised to also look at the following 
materials provided by the School of Education Research Ethics Committee, which are 
available on the School of Education Website: 
• Student/Staff Research: Ethics Review Checklist 
• Ethics Review Procedure Flow Diagram 
• Ethics Reading List 
 
The Revised Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (2004) published by the British 
Educational Research Association are also useful (available on their website at 
http://www.bera.ac.uk/publications/guides.php).  
 
A. CHECKLIST 
HAVE YOU THOUGHT ABOUT HOW YOU WILL ADDRESS: YES NO 

1. your responsibilities to the participants   
2. your responsibilities to the sponsors of the research   
3. your responsibilities to the community of educational 

researchers 
  

 
HAVE YOU CONSIDERED HOW YOU WILL: YES NO 

4. fully inform participants about the nature of the research;   
5. ensure participants agree to take part freely and voluntarily;   
6. inform participants that they can withdraw freely at any time;   
7. justify deception of participants if this is necessarily involved;   
8. offer protection for any vulnerable participants or groups in your 

study; 
  

9. manage the differential ‘power relationships’ in the setting;     
10. avoid any pressure on participants to contribute under duress or 

against their free will; 
  

11. guarantee that any research assistants or support staff involved 
in the project understand and adhere to the ethical guidelines for 
the project; 

  

 
HAVE YOU CONSIDERED: YES NO 

12. what procedures to set in place to ensure a balance between a 
participant’s right to privacy and access to public knowledge; 

  

13. how best to provide anonymity and confidentiality and ensure 
participants are aware of these procedures? 

 
 
 
 

 

14. the implications of the Data Protection Act (1998) particularly in 
respect to the storage and availability of the data. 

 
 

http://www.bera.ac.uk/publications/guides.php
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15. disclosure of information to third parties and getting permission 
from the participants to use data in any reports/books/articles. 

  

16. how you are going to inform the participants of the outcomes of 
the research; 

  

17. how to handle any conflicts of interest arising from sponsorship  
of the research e.g. a chocolate company sponsoring research 
into child nutrition, or your own vested interests if any; 

  

18. how you will protect the integrity and reputation of educational 
research.  

  

 
Having considered these questions draw up specific procedures for how you will handle the 
collection and dissemination of data in your research study.  
 
B.     ETHICS PROTOCOL 
 
 
Title of Project: Influences on the Decision Making Process: Why are boys from lower socio-
economic groups not participating in higher education?  
 
Name of Principal Investigator: Ruth Tudor  
 
Ethics Protocol  (Please provide details here of the ethics protocol for your research and 
append your Consent form and Participant Information sheet) 
 
Background 
My aim is to examine the influences on lower socio economic group young males (aged 14-
15) including the influences widening participation activities have on their decision making 
process. 
 
This research intends to cover a number of closely related issues:  
1. To explore the decision making process that male students (aged 14-15 and belonging to 
lower socio-economic groups) go through when considering HE. 
2. To ascertain what influences male students (aged 14-15 and belonging to lower socio-
economic groups) decision to participate or not in HE. 
3. To examine the impact widening participation activities have on male students (aged 14-
15 and belonging to lower socio-economic groups) and how this affects their HE decision 
making process. 
 
Method 
My research involves collecting data from and about approximately 12 boys (aged 14-15), 
from two different secondary schools based in Hampshire on a number of different 
occasions and through a number of different methods.  I will be working in partnership with 
the Aimhigher representative from University of Southampton and also both the school’s 
senior management teams. I have gained permission from the Aimhigher representative and 
both of the schools.  I have given the schools a copy of my CRB form, which they have filed. 
 
In addition I will be collecting data from potential influencers on the male students.  These 
influencers have been identified as legal guardians, teachers, careers advisor/student 
mentor and the male students’ school peer group.  For each male student I am intending to 
undertake personal interviews with the following: 
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Materials 
 
I intend to use small group interviews, one-to-one interviews, student diaries and overt observation to 
collect my data from the sample of male students.  I also intend to undertake research with those 
people who may have a possible influence over the boys, including family, friends, teachers, careers 
advisors and Aimhigher representatives, this will be through one-to-one interviews. 
 
Participants 
The research will begin in September 2008 and continue until July 2009, in effect it will follow the 
participants through an academic year at school (year 10).  In order to recruit the participants I have 
spent time in both schools with the Head of Year and Student Mentor in order to identify which boys 
meet the criteria of being from lower socio-economic groups (LSEG).  In addition, Aimhigher provide 
guidance on how to target disadvantaged learners through the use of National Statistics Socio-
economic Classification (NS-SEC). 
Initially the school’s School Information Management (SIM) system was used, this identified boys from 
year 10 who were entitled to free school dinners/uniform grant (as a measure of LSEG). In addition, 
the boy’s Cognitive Ability Testing (CAT) scores were also used as a measure of whether they had 
the ability to continue into higher education. Finally, personal knowledge of the Head of Year and 
Student Mentor of the boys confirmed that they were LSEG with ability to attend higher education.  
From this selection process 6 boys from each school have been identified.  A qualifying questionnaire 
will also be produced for the boys’ legal guardians to complete which is designed to ascertain the 
occupation of the main household reference person in the family.  This can then be compared to the 
National Statistics Socio-economic Classification (NS-SEC) which was introduced in 2001.  This 
classification includes 351 occupations. 
 

Breakdown of participants for data collection 

School A 

Boys 1,2,3,4,5 and 6 

 

Adults interviewing per boy: 

• Legal guardian (x1-2) 
• Teacher (x1-2) 
• Careers advisor (x1) 
• Student mentor (x1) 
• Aimhigher representative (x1) 
Total number of adults: 5-7 per boy 

 

Young people interviewing per boy: 

• School social peer group/closest friends 
(x1) 
 

Total number of young people: 1 per boy 

Boys 1,2,3,4,5 and 6 

 

Adults interviewing per boy: 

• Legal guardian (x1-2) 
• Teacher (x1-2) 
• Careers advisor (x1) 
• Student mentor (x1) 
• Aimhigher representative (x1) 
Total number of adults: 5-7 per boy 

 

Young people interviewing per boy: 

• School social peer group/closest friends 
(x1) 

Total number of young people: 1 per boy 

School B 
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All Participants’ consent will be obtained in September 2008 before the research begins.   I am writing 
a letter to the young males involved, which will also be endorsed and signed by the school.  The letter 
will clearly state why their participation is necessary, how it will be used and to whom it will be 
reported.  The young people and their legal guardian will be required to sign a participant assent and 
consent form.  Once the male students have agreed to take part in the research I will obtain the 
names of their two closest friends at school and write to them asking if they would agree to participate 
in this research.  A Participant Information Sheet, Assent and Parent Consent form will accompany 
the letter. 
 
All research will be undertaken in either the school setting during widening participation/Aimhigher 
school assemblies, careers events, parent information evenings, flexible Fridays and personal 
development days or when the young adults are attending off campus Aimhigher/widening 
participation events.  To minimise disruption to the boys school day and education I intend to 
interview them during school breaks or at the end of the school day.  This information will be detailed 
in a research schedule which will be given to each male participant. 
 
All participants will be able to freely withdraw from the study at any time and this will be made explicit 
at the start.  If a participant(s) does decide to withdraw then I will reflect upon whether I could have 
done anything to prevent their withdraw and if there is anything that I could do to re-engage them in 
the research.  If I do try to re-engage withdrawn participants then I will ensure that this is not done 
through coercion or duress. 
 
In order to engage the students and their families in the research I will be offering the incentive of a £5 
high street gift token.  Whilst this is a very small sum of money, it is meant as a gesture of goodwill 
and demonstrates my appreciation of their commitment to the study.  In order to thank the schools 
involved I will offer my services voluntarily to the school.  One school has already taken up this offer 
and I now belong to the school’s newly formed marketing group, which holds the sole aim of 
improving the perception of the school both internally and externally.  Over the summer I have 
undertaken research on behalf of this school to help re-design it’s prospectus and to understand 
potential parents perception of the school.  This research is not related in any way to my thesis. 
 
Procedure 
All research will be undertaken by myself.  A schedule for the fieldwork is to be devised, however, this 
will only be able to be finalised in September 2008 once the Aimhigher representative and schools 
have devised their widening participation schedule for the year. 
 
Analysis 
This research aims to collect rich data regarding the decision making process of LSEG boys.  It is 
anticipated that much qualitative data will be collected and this will be analysed for the purpose of 
writing a coherent narrative of the participants’ experiences of widening participation activities in Year 
10.   
 
Ethical Issues 
I will endeavour to undertake rigorous research which complies with BERA Revised Ethical 
Guidelines for Educational Research (2004), therefore providing strong focus on my responsibilities to 
the participants and my responsibilities to the community of educational researchers. 
 
As outlined in BERA Ethical Guidelines when researching with children I must comply with Articles 3 
and 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.  To comply with Article 3 I will 
focus on ensuring that the best interests of the young people are my primary consideration.  To 
comply with Article 12 I will focus on facilitating the young people to have fully informed consent.  As 
the participants are almost nearing the age of consent then it is vital to this research to capture the 
views of the participants as they should be capable of forming and expressing their own views due to 
their age and experience of widening participation. 
 
As the main focus of my research is based on minors, then it is very important that I receive consent 
from a legal guardian and the young people themselves to say that they are willing to participate in 
this research.   
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As a trained secondary school teacher I am well aware of the power relationships that exist between 
student and teacher.  I intend to manage the relationships through honest open communication with 
the participants and respecting their views and opinions.  I will take all necessary steps to reduce the 
sense of intrusion and to put them at their ease.  
 
As the research is dealing with young people, there may be child protection issues.  It will be made 
clear in the initial letter to the participants that if I feel that there may be child protection issue then I 
am legally and morally bound to pass this information onto the person responsible for child protection 
within the school (normally headteacher).  This will be made explicit from the start of the research. 
 
Data Protection and Anonymity 
I will ensure that I comply with the Data Protection Act and all research materials will be stored in a 
secure place that can only be accessed by myself.  Once these materials have been written up and 
anonymised they will be shredded and disposed of via a confidential waste management company 
(through Southampton Solent University). 
 
All the young males will be anonymised to ensure that their identity is non-identifiable, this will be 
undertaken through the use of pseudonyms for each of the young males to conceal the identify of the 
participants.  Participants in this research will have it explained to them that they have the right to 
expect that information they provide will be treated confidentially and, if published, will not be 
identifiable as theirs.  I will also inform participants that this research will be viewed by my supervisor 
at the University of Southampton and external examiners.  The research may also be used to write 
journal articles and anonymous quotations from the participants will be included in the articles.  
 
In accordance with BERA guidelines, participants will be debriefed at the conclusion of the research 
and I will provide them with copies of the outcome of the research. 
 
The ethics protocol that I produce will be personally given to participants at the start of the research 
and I will spend time explaining the protocol to ensure that all participants understand the ethical 
issues involved and how I as the researcher intend to ensure that this research remains an ethical 
piece of research. 
 
 
There are aspects to research governance that are outside the remit of the Research Ethics 
Committee, but which you must address to ensure that you are insured for the research you are 
undertaking.  Before beginning to research you should complete an IRGA form and forward it to the 
Programme Office (students) or Research Office (staff), together with your CH1/CH2, EP1, Consent 
form, Participant Information sheet and research proposal. 
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Student Research Project: Ethics Review Checklist - Form CH2-Student 
 

This checklist should be completed by the researcher (with the advice of the research 
supervisor/tutor) for every research project which involves human participants.  
Before completing this form, please refer to the Ethical Guidelines in the School’s 
Research Student Handbook and the British Educational Research Association 
guidelines (http://www.bera.ac.uk/guidelines.html).  
 
Project Title:   
 
 
 
 
Researcher(s):…Ruth Tudor……………………………Student ID number:(2) 
03246485…………………………. 
 
Supervisor: …Professor Alison Fuller  
Email:…ruth.tudor@solent.ac.uK   
 
Part One YES NO 

1. Does the study involve participants who are particularly vulnerable or 
unable to give informed consent? (e.g. children with special 
difficulties) 

  

2. Will the study require the co-operation of an advocate for initial 
access to the groups or individuals? (e.g. children with disabilities;  
adults with a dementia) 

  

3. Could the research induce psychological stress or anxiety, cause 
harm or have negative consequences for the participants (beyond the 
risks encountered in their normal life and activities)? 

  

4. Will deception of participants be necessary during the study? (e.g. 
covert observation of people)? 

  

5. Will the study involve discussion of topics which the participants 
would find sensitive (e.g. sexual activity, drug use)? 

  

6. Will the study involve prolonged or repetitive testing or physical 
testing? (e.g. long periods at VDU, use of sport equipment such as a 
treadmill) and will a health questionnaire be needed? 

  

7. Will the research involve medical procedures? (e.g. are drugs, 
placebos or other substances to be administered to the participants 
or will the study involve invasive, intrusive or potentially harmful 
procedures of any kind?) 

  

8. Will financial inducements (other than reasonable expenses or 
compensation for time) be offered to participants? 

  

9. Will you be involving children under sixteen for whom additional 
consent will be required? 

  

10. Will you have difficulties anonymising participants and/or ensuring the 
information they give is non-identifiable? 

  

Influences on the Decision Making Process: Why are boys from lower socio-economic groups 
not participating in higher education? 
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11. Will you have difficulty in explicitly communicating the right of 
participants to freely withdraw from the study at any time? 

  

12. Will the study involve recruitment of patients or staff through the 
NHS? 

  

13. If you are working in a cross-cultural setting will you need to gain 
additional knowledge about the setting to be able to be sensitive to 
particular issues in that culture ( e.g. sexuality, gender role, language 
use)?  

  

14. Will you have difficulties complying with the Data Protection Act (e.g. 
not keeping unnecessary personal data and keeping any necessary 
data locked or password protected)? 

  

15. Are there potential risks to your own health and safety in conducting 
this research (e.g. lone interviewing other than in public space)?  

  

 
If you have answered NO to all of the above questions and you have discussed this 
form with your supervisor and had it signed and dated, you may proceed to develop 
an ethics protocol with the assistance of the Ethical Protocol Guidance Form which 
must also be completed.  If you have answered YES to any of the questions, please 
complete PART TWO of this form below and adopt a similar procedure of discussion 
with supervisor, signing and proceeding to develop an actual ethical protocol with the 
assistance of the Ethical Protocol Guidance Form. Please keep a copy of both forms 
and protocol for your records. Only in exceptional circumstances will cases need to 
be referred to the School’s Research Ethics Committee.  
 
Part Two For each item answered ’YES’ please give a summary of the issue and action to 
be taken to address it. 
 
My research focuses on gaining qualitative data from boys aged 14-15 regarding their 
experiences of widening participation activities and how this influences their decision making 
process on higher education.  Due to the nature of this research it is not possible to gain this 
information without having contact with young people in this age group.  Widening 
participation activities start in schools in year 7, however, it is acknowledged that year 10 is 
the crucial period where young adults decide their future career/option choices.  I will be 
working with 2 schools in Hampshire to obtain data. 
 
Participants consent will be obtained in September 2008 before the research begins.   I am 
writing a letter to the young males involved, which will also be endorsed and signed by the 
school.  The letter will clearly state why their participation is necessary, how it will be used 
and to whom it will be reported.  Both the young adults and their legal guardian will be 
required to sign a participant consent form. 
 
There are a number of ethical issues which need to be considered when obtaining research 
from minors and these have been clearly outlined in Form EP1.  
 
Signed : Ruth Tudor 
(Researcher)                                                                                            Date: 14th  August 
2008 
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To be completed by the Supervisor (PLEASE TICK ONE) 
 
 Appropriate action taken to maintain ethical standards – no further action necessary. This 
project now has ethical approval. 
� The issues require the guidance of the School of Education’s Ethics Committee. This 
project does not yet have ethical approval. 
 
COMMENTS: 
 
 
 
Signed (supervisor on behalf of SoE Research Ethics Committee):           
 
Date: 
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Appendix W: Invitation to Participate in Study 
 

[SCHOOL  HEADED PAPER] 

 
9th December 2008 

Dear [Parents name] 

Re: Research into what influences boys’ decision-making about Higher Education 

I am writing to invite you to participate in this exciting research project which is being 
undertaken to understand more about what influences young people in their decision making 
about Higher Education. 

It is anticipated that this research will help influence national government policy on future 
initiatives for under-represented young people and therefore your participation would help 
future cohorts of pupils.   

If this is something that you could contribute towards, then please can you read the 
information contained within the plastic wallet. There are 5 documents which require your 
attention: 

1. Year 10 Student Participant Information Sheet – for your son to read, this gives an 
overview of the research and their involvement. 

2. Participant Assent Form – for your son to initial and return if they are happy to be 
involved in the research. 

3. Legal Guardian Consent Form - for you to initial and return if you are happy for your 
son to be involved in the research. 

4. Legal Guardian Participant Information Sheet – for you to read, this gives an 
overview of the research and your involvement. 

5. Consent Form - for you to initial and return if you are happy to be involved in the 
research. 

 

Due to the fact that your son is under the age of consent, legal guardian approval needs to 
be given by yourself for your son to be involved in the research. 

Incidentally, Ruth was a former student of [Name of School] and is delighted that she has the 
opportunity to return and work with the school. Ruth is a trained Secondary School teacher 
and has worked at Southampton Solent University for the past 9 years as a Marketing 
Lecturer. 

If you have any questions regarding this research, then please do get in contact with me. 

Please can you return the forms to me by 17th December 2009.  

 
Yours sincerely 

 

[Name] 

Student Mentor/Aimhigher Co-ordinator 
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Appendix X: Example Participant Information Sheet 
 
Example Participant Information Sheet (PIS) 

Study Title: Widening Participation – what influences boys’ decision-making about Higher 
Education? 

Researcher: Ruth McLellan 

Ethics number: 6030 

Please read this information carefully before deciding to take part in this research. If 
you are happy to participate you will be asked to sign an assent form. 

What is the research about? 

I am interested in finding out boys’ ideas about higher education and what and who might 
influence whether they want to go to university.  This is important research and it will provide 
a valuable insight into what impact Aimhigher and widening participation activities have on 
your decision to attend higher education. In addition these insights may help to shape future 
widening participation policies. This research, which is being conducted for a Doctorate of 
Education thesis, aims to produce new knowledge and understanding about boys’ decisions 
about participating in higher education. 

Research will focus on your experience of widening participation/Aimhigher activities whilst 
you are in Year 10.   

Why have I been chosen? 

You have been chosen because you fit the criteria of: 

(a) you are male, 

(b) you are in Year 10, 

(c) you are from a section of the population which is under-represented in Higher Education. 

 
You were selected by your Head of Year who nominated you to participate in this research.  
In addition, the school’s information management (SIM) computer system was used. 

 
What will happen to me if I take part? 

You will be observed at school and off-campus whilst participating in widening participation 
and Aimhigher activities.  You will be interviewed on a number of occasions throughout the 
2008-2010 academic year after you have been observed. 

 
Are there any benefits in my taking part? 

To thank you for taking part in the research, you will be offered a £5 high street gift token.  
The findings from this research will contribute to what is known about boys’ decision-making 
about Higher Education.  It may help to influence national government policy and may 
benefit others in the future. 
 

Are there any risks involved? 

There are no risks involved with this research. 
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Will my participation be confidential? 

Yes. I will not discuss my observations or your interview answers with anyone else, unless I 
feel that you have raised a child protection issue, I will then discuss this in confidence with 
the head teacher who will take whatever necessary action.  

 
You will be anonymised (name changed) to ensure that your identity is non-identifiable.   I 
will have to write a report about my findings, which may include anonymised quotes taken 
from your responses.  My research will be viewed by my supervisor at the University of 
Southampton and external examiners.  The research may also be used to write journal 
articles and if quotes from you are included they will not use your real name. 

 
All data collected will be stored in a protected area and I will never write your name on the 
paper or electronic copies.  Data written up on the computer is password protected and no-
one else can access it. 
 

What happens if I change my mind? 

You will be free to withdraw from this research at any time. If this is the case I will ask you if 
there is anything that I could have done differently which would have made a difference and 
if you are willing to re-consider.  If you still decide to withdraw then I will not be upset with 
you and you do not have to give a reason for withdrawing from the research. 

 
What happens if something goes wrong? 

If you have a concern or a complaint about the research then you should [Teacher Name] – 
Head of Year 10. 
 

Where can I get more information? 

If you require further details then please contact me Ruth directly via email, 
ruth.mclellan@solent.ac.uk. Alternatively you can contact [Teacher Name], Head of Year 10 
who will pass your request for further information on to me. 

  

mailto:ruth.mclellan@solent.ac.uk
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Appendix Y: Example Consent Form 
 

EXAMPLE OF CONSENT FORM  

Study title: Widening Participation – what influences boys’ decision-making about 
Higher Education? 

Researcher name: Ruth McLellan 

Study reference: Doctorate of Education 

Ethics reference: 6030 

Please initial the box(es) if you agree with the statement(s):  

 

I have read and understood the Participant Information Sheet  

(version 1) and I have had the opportunity to ask questions  

about the study. 

 

I agree to my child taking part in this research project and agree  

for my child’s data to be used for the purpose of this study. 

 

I understand my child’s participation is voluntary and my child may  

withdraw at any time. 

  

I understand that my child’s responses will be confidential and  

will be anonymised to ensure that their identity is protected. 

 

I understand that I will be sent a report on the project findings at the end of the project if I 
wish. 

 Yes, I do want a copy of the project report 

 No, I would rather not have a copy 

Name of participant’s legal guardian (print name): 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Signature of participant’s legal guardian: 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

Date…………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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Appendix Z: Biographic overview for each Boy  
 

Boy 
Identity 
No: 

Family 
Structure  

Who Lives 
with 

Siblings Attended 
Aimhigher 
Residential 

Aspirations 
in Year 10 

Aspirations 
in Year 11 

Trajectory - Age 
17  

Trajectory - Age 
18  
 

Trajectory - Age 
19  
 Older Younger 

1 Parents 
separated 

Mother  0 0  Musician  Musician or 
Music 
teacher 

6th Form College NEET/ 
Part-time 
employment 

Part-time 
employment 

2 Parents 
separated 

Lives with 
mother and 
step father 

0 2  Business/IT Graphic 
Designer 

6th Form College 6th Form College Gap Year  
(employment) 

3 Parents 
separated 

Lives with 
mother and 
step father 

1 2  Vet/Doctor Doctor/ 
Musician 

6th Form College 6th Form College HE 

4 Parents 
married 

Biological 
parents 

0 2  Music/PE Sports focus 6th Form College 6th Form College HE 

6 Parents 
married 

Biological 
parents 

0 2 x Medical/do
ctor/ caring 

Unsure 6th Form College NEET/ 
Full-time 
employment 

Full-time 
employment 

7 Parents 
married 

Biological 
parents 

1 0 x PE PE/ Personal 
Trainer 

6th Form College 6th Form College Full-time 
employment 

8 Parents 
separated 

Lives with 
mother and 
step father 

1 1 x Navy 
Helicopter 
Pilot 

Navy 
Helicopter 
Pilot – 
Search and 
Rescue 

6th Form College 6th Form College HE 

9 Parents 
married 

Biological 
parents 

1 3  Unsure Unsure 6th Form College NEET/ 
Full-time 
employment 

Full-time 
employment 

10 Parents 
married 

Biological 
parents 

0 1  IT/ 
Electronics/ 
Engineering 

Author 6th Form College 6th Form College Gap Year  
(volunteering) 
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