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Abstract
Existing research has largely provided attention to the HE decision-making and choices of students embarking on their post-16 studies in sixth forms and 11-18 comprehensives, with relatively little attention paid to those in Further Education (FE). This doctoral thesis addresses knowledge gaps in our understanding of underrepresented FE students’ higher education (HE) decision-making and choices, paying particular attention to the reasons and influences informing these over the course of their post-16 studies. I question whether FE students approach their HE decisions and choices as individualised, or whether they are mediated by structural limitations, given the emphasis on students making the ‘right’ choices for themselves (BIS, 2011). To explore these research questions, I conducted a qualitative longitudinal narrative inquiry over a 16-18 month period with FE students in England, using a combination of paper and audio diaries, individual semi-structured interviews and focus groups. Applying Archer’s (2003, 2007, 2012) reflexive modalities, along with Bourdieu’s (1986) forms of capital to participants’ narratives facilitated the identification of enablements and constraints as well as different responses to structure, action and social mobility in their HE decision-making and choices. Numerous reasons and influences were identified, such as the influence of ‘known others’, biographical experiences, intrinsic interests, instrumental rationality, emotional investment in HEIs, attainment and competition, which varied in intensity for individual participants over time. This was also the case for structural constraints, namely an absence of economic capital, which students appeared to realise over time. Participants’ responses to reasons, influences and structural constraints were complex and influenced by their personal projects and reflexive modes. Where individualised approaches to choice-making were identified, these were thwarted by unnegotiable constraints, which were ‘masked’ by changes in reflexivity. WP programmes and initiatives acted as an enablement in aiding some participants to overcome constraints. Yet, only a minority of participants were involved in such programmes. These findings collectively convey that the majority of participants were unable to go where they preferred in their HE decisions, and, instead, had to decipher the ‘reasonable’ option when constraints related to economic capital were realised. 
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[bookmark: _Toc477643072]Introduction


The present chapter serves as an introduction to the thesis. I begin with a discussion of the background and research context to address the key policy milestones and accompanying discourses that have informed the contemporary political landscape in which my research is situated. I then identify and explain the knowledge gaps present in the field, which acts as a brief introduction to the purpose of my research. After outlining my research questions, I explain my use of specific terms used throughout the thesis; I present my own views and definitions here to outline how these should be understood in my own inquiry. Following this, I alter the tone of the chapter to provide a personal narrative account illustrating my positionality. In doing so, I convey my motivations to pursue this research and why this is of importance to me, not only academically, but personally. I conclude the chapter by detailing the structure of the thesis. 
1. [bookmark: _Toc477643073]Widening Participation policy background
In outlining the key widening participation (WP) milestones, I begin with a brief overview of the ‘early years’ of WP where I discuss the Robbins report of the 1960s, along with the market ideology initiated by the Conservative government entering office in the 1970s. I then focus on the developments of WP policy under the New Labour government; I specifically discuss key policy developments, from the Dearing report (1997) to the Higher Education Act of 2004. Finally, I move on to address the current political landscape of WP in HE. I define ‘current’ here as policy developments taking place under the Coalition government from 2010, to those under the Conservative government, who entered office in 2015. Here, the majority of the focus is provided to the Students at the Heart of the System White Paper (BIS, 2011) released by the Coalition government, which was implemented in 2012; participants in my own inquiry were making their HE decisions throughout 2014 and 2015, with the Conservative government being elected just five months before the end of the data collection period. Hence, the political context of my research was underpinned more so by Coalition, rather than Conservative policy developments. 

Before discussing the key milestones in WP policy, it is important to specify how I define WP. Burke (2012, p. 12) explains that WP is concerned with ‘redressing the under-representation of certain social groups in higher education’; it is this definition that I use here and throughout the thesis. Later in this chapter, I clarify who is regarded as ‘underrepresented’ in HE, drawing on the definitions provided by the Office for Fair Access (OFFA), Realising Opportunities (RO), and the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA). 

1.1 [bookmark: _Toc477643074]The early years 
Initial aims to widen participation in HE date back to the Robbins report, which stated that HE ‘should be available for all those who are qualified by ability and attainment to pursue them and who wish to do so’ (Committee on Higher Education, 1963, p. 8). This was motivated, in part, by the ‘meritocratic regime of the mid-twentieth century’ (Ross, 2003, p. 22), which conflicted with the exclusivity of access to HE in previous years. A target was set to increase the percentage of those in full time HE from 8 to 17% (Burke, 2012, p. 13) and, between 1963 and 1968, there was a 50% rise in participation (Reay et al., 2005, p. 2). Despite this increase, the participation rate remained at under 10% of 18 year olds (David 2010, p. 13). 
When the Conservative government entered office in 1979, a shift towards a market ideology occurred (Ball, 2013), in which inequalities were perceived as necessary for an effective economy (Greenbank, 2006). The notion of equality and fairness was, therefore, not readily apparent (Tomlinson, 2005). There was, however, a push to increase participation, resulting from the recommendations of the White Paper: ‘Higher Education: Meeting the Challenge’ (DES, 1987). The 1987 White Paper proposed that particular social groups should be targeted with access courses, which were ‘officially designated as “the third route” into higher education’ (Reay et al., 2005, p. 6). This did not seek to establish widening participation purely for the purpose of social justice, but was largely focused upon effectively serving the economy; despite the White Paper immediately outlining that ‘Higher education has a crucial role in helping the nation meet the economic and social challenges of the final decade’ (DES, 1987, p. 4, italics added for emphasis), it goes on to state that the first aim and purpose of higher education is to ‘serve the economy more effectively’ (Ibid.). 

The 1987 White Paper was successful in facilitating increasing numbers of mature students progressing to HE (Fuller et al., 2011), and the participation rate more than doubled between 1979 and 1997 (Carasso, 2014, p. 24). Although there was an increase from 12.4% to 32% of 18 and 19 year olds between 1979 and 1996, the proportion of those entering HE from working-class backgrounds rose from 6% to just 12% between 1990 and 1996 (Watson and Bowden, 1999, p. 245). Therefore, inequalities in HE access did not subside. 

The 1990 Education (Student Loans) Act perpetuated the economic focus of the 1987 White Paper, by emphasising that WP was needed to optimise the economy (Burke, 2012, p. 14). Yet, during their time in office, the Conservative government proposed the abolition of the binary HE system via the 1991 White Paper: ‘Higher Education: A New Framework’ (DfE, 1991). The following Further and Higher Education Act (1992) proceeded to provide polytechnics with university status, which has led to the present-day composition of the HE system. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643075]1.2 The New Labour years
Following New Labour entering office in 1998, a prominent focus upon WP emerged with respect to underrepresented groups (Fuller et al., 2011; Harrison, 2011). In 1997, the Dearing report was formulated under the Conservative government and subsequently completed after New Labour entered office (Greenbank, 2006). The report provided recommendations for the funding of HE, and also aimed to increase participation and reduce social disparities (Foskett, 2011, p. 124). Amongst its recommendations, the report suggested increasing the HE participation rate to 45% (Dearing, 1997). 
The motivations for widening participation here were both focused upon establishing a ‘knowledge economy’ to benefit economic growth and remain internationally competitive, as well as aiming to establish social equality (Furlong and Cartmel, 2009; Tomlinson, 2005). Murray and Klinger (2014, p. 159) rightly observe that ‘WP agendas intersect conveniently with the concerns of national governments and international bodies to increase economic competitiveness’. 
While the Dearing report conveyed an economic motivation spurring its recommendation to widen participation, it did so alongside social benefits at ‘national, community and individual levels’ (Archer, 2003, p. 120). Evidence of this can be witnessed in the following: 
[bookmark: ter]higher education continues to have a role in the nation's social, moral and spiritual life; in transmitting citizenship and culture in all its variety; and in enabling personal development for the benefit of individuals and society as a whole. (Dearing, 1997, p. 4)
The increase in numbers of those entering HE between 1979 to 1997 brought about financial pressures. Subsequently, student contributions were required for further expansion (Dearing, 1997). In 1998, the Teaching and Higher Education Act put this proposal into practice; an up-front means-tested tuition fee of £1000 was introduced, while maintenance grants were abolished and replaced with loans (Carasso, 2014; Furlong and Cartmel, 2009). The introduction of the requirement for students to contribute financially to their HE marks a shift from HE being viewed as a public benefit to one that is private, with the advantages of increased earnings upon graduation providing an incentive for the individual to invest financially in their education (Christie and Munro, 2003). 
While the following White Paper: The Future of Higher Education (DfES, 2003) aimed to widen rather than just increase participation, it also outlined further developments related to student contributions. Institutions now had the ability to charge up to £3000 per year in tuition, further strengthening the positioning of HE as a private benefit. Moreover, despite the 2003 White Paper demonstrating aims of increasing and widening participation, the economic benefits of participation dominate; economic benefits are presented prior to those related to social justice throughout. For instance, the executive summary presents points relating to strengthening links between HE and employment under the heading of: ‘Expanding higher education to meet our needs’, prior to addressing the social inequalities present in HEIs within a section titled ‘Fair access’ (DfES, 2003, p. 8). Greenbank (2006) also highlights how proposals to expand foundation work-focused degrees were made under the former heading as opposed to the latter, further emphasising the influence of economic incentives to expand participation. 

Notably, the White Paper (DfES, 2003) proposed a target for 50% of those aged under 30 to enter HE by 2010. This target has never been reached, but came close to being met in the 2011-12 academic year, in which 49.3% of young people entered HE (Murray, 2016, p. 9). Bowers-Brown (2006, p. 71) contends that, even if such a target was achieved, the ‘levels of participation by social class would still not be equal’. Recent UCAS (2016a) statistics confirm disparities between the application rates of those from the most disadvantaged and advantaged areas[footnoteRef:1]; in the 2015-16 academic year, 50.5% of 18 year olds from the most advantaged areas applied, compared with just 20.7% of those from the most disadvantaged.  [1:  UCAS defines these ‘advantaged’ and ‘disadvantaged’ areas in accordance with the Participation of Local Areas tool (HEFCE, 2015), with the most disadvantaged areas corresponding to those with the lowest HE participation rates (quintile 1) and advantaged areas (quintile 5) as those with the highest. ] 


The Higher Education Act of 2004 followed, which marked the introduction of the proposals outlined in the Future of Higher Education White Paper (DfES, 2003). From 2005/06, universities were able to charge variable tuition fees up to the value of £3000 and students were expected to make repayments when earning over £15,000. Whilst not denying that the prior White Paper (DfES, 2003), informing the Higher Education Act (2004), was ‘linked to a social agenda’ (Parry, 2010, p. 37), where HE was viewed as a means of providing opportunities alongside economic incentives and promoting social justice, the increase in student contributions portrays HE as an investment, projected to yield private benefits rather than for the public good. The former is solidified in the current context, which I now go on to discuss. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643076]1.3 The current context
The ‘current context’ refers to the policy landscape corresponding to the time period during which I began undertaking data collection for this thesis (2014). Hence, due to its implications for the decision-making of students from 2012 onwards, much of the attention here is directed to the White Paper titled ‘Students at the Heart of the System’ (BIS, 2011). I also include some brief references to relevant political developments that occurred following the data collection period in 2015. 
In 2010, the Coalition government entered office, bringing about further developments in HE policy, notably the Students at the Heart of the System White Paper (BIS, 2011). The White Paper proposed the largest increase in tuition fees in England since their introduction in 1998. The tuition fee cap rise to £9000, implemented in the 2012/13 academic year following the Browne Review (2010), marks a substantial increase in student contribution. Within the White Paper, the responsibility of students to make choices to establish ‘value for money’ (BIS, 2011, p. 5) and the importance of competition between institutions for providing high quality HE is emphasised. The quality of information provision for students is also asserted in the White Paper; it highlights the importance of ensuring that students are knowledgeable when making their HE choices. This motivated the proposition of Key Information Sets (HEFCE, 2012), which are information documents based on data from the National Student Survey (NSS) and Destination of Leavers from Higher Education survey (DLHE). They are made available online for each HE course (Unistats.gov, 2012) and provide statistical information on student satisfaction, the destinations of graduates and expected future salaries. 
The 2011 White Paper’s focus on clear information and guidance, coupled with increasing student contributions and HEIs competitive standards, represents a clear continuation from the 2003 (DfES) White Paper. The recent establishment of the Key Information Set, for example, echoes the 2003 (DfES, p. 48) White Paper’s call for HE information to include ‘the quality of its IT provision and other facilities, entry requirements, results, and the employment record of its graduates’. The way that students’ HE decision-making and choice are represented in policy, across both New Labour and Coalition governments, demonstrates similarities in their assumption that such decisions can be made in a rational and calculated manner. Davies (2012) explains how this depicts the government’s relationship to HE as gradually shifting from ‘purchaser’ of HE to ‘informer’. This occurred through the introduction of tuition fees in 1998, their increase in 2005/06 and, finally, the tripling of tuition fees in 2012, as this process represents a shift away from the ‘financial burden’ of undergraduate education resting on taxpayers (Ibid., p. 262). Subsequently, Davies (2012, p. 261) suggests that this has resulted in the government ‘eschewing direct responsibility for making choices, whilst seeking to ensure that students are sufficiently informed to make “good choices” for themselves’. 

Davies (2012) elaborates that the government appears to perceive informed student choice from the perspective of human capital theory (Becker, 1964), where students are expected to make decisions based on investments and financial returns; they are viewed as ‘willing to forego current earnings whilst they accumulate capital through education and training to boost future productivity and income’ (Davies et al., 2014, p. 807). The introduction of KIS, I would argue, aptly represents this; the ‘investments’ of tuition fees and accommodation costs are presented with the potential ‘returns’ of average annual graduate salaries. This positions students as ‘rational’ consumers (Molesworth et al., 2011). As Hart (2013, p. 172) posits, the KIS provides a ‘highly economic instrumentalized perspective’ of decision-making. Framing the individual as having an ability to make rational decisions, once provided with such information, suggests that adequately informed choices and decisions can be made with this information alone. There is no consideration of structural constraints being present in individuals’ lives that can shape decision-making experiences, nor is there any recognition that these decisions are ‘located within a matrix of influences’ (Reay et al., 2001a, para 1.6). 

Little attention was given to access to HE for underrepresented students in Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011); according to Callender and Scott (2013, p. 43), widening participation was at a ‘low’ under the Coalition Government. Instead, ‘social mobility’ is focused on more intently, in terms of ‘ensuring fairer access to higher education, so that bright people from poor backgrounds have a good chance of getting to university’ (Cabinet Office, 2011, p. 43). This focus on ‘social mobility’ conveys a meritocratic view of access to HE, where any recognition of structural forces remains absent. In his analysis of the impact of student finance reforms in HE, McCaig (2016, p. 216) contends that the introduction of the National Scholarship Programme[footnoteRef:2] (NSP), coupled with incentives such as Realising Opportunities[footnoteRef:3], mark a movement away from ‘generic widening participation’ to the ‘targeting of specific cohorts to raise the attainment level of intakes’. The NSP was more rewarding for students attaining higher grades for entry to HE, in that higher status institutions, as Wyness (2015, p. 6) notes, can ‘contribute more of their own resources to fund student support activities than lower status universities’, meaning that those entering such institutions receive more ‘generous total support packages’. McCaig (2016, p. 217) also highlights that Realising Opportunities involves only research-intensive institutions, which are ‘encouraged to identify bright cohorts with potential for success’. A greater emphasis was thus being placed on upwards social mobility for accomplishing higher levels of participation in elite institutions (Lane, 2015) via the establishment of a ‘student support system designed to help the brightest of the poor to enter selective universities’ (McCaig, 2016, p. 228).  [2:  The National Scholarship Programme was a financial support scheme funded by the government. It supported disadvantaged students entering HE from the 2012-13 to 2014-15 academic year (OFFA, 2016a). ]  [3:  A National WP initiative involving 14 research intensive HEIs. Potential applicants who meet specific criteria are eligible to benefit from the scheme (see http://realisingopportunities.ac.uk/). Such benefits include alternative offers, support with UCAS applications and the provision of an E-mentor. ] 



2. [bookmark: _Toc477643077]Identifying the knowledge gaps
Prior to outlining the research questions and the purpose of my inquiry, I identify the various knowledge gaps that remain in the field of HE choice and decision-making research. This is not intended to be an exhaustive discussion; more in-depth considerations of these points are outlined in the following Literature Review chapter. Instead, this serves as an introduction to the formulation of my research questions. 
Extensive research concerning students’ HE decision-making has been carried out during the New Labour years. This was particularly fitting with the political context at the time. However, this was not maintained at the same level following the election of the Coalition government or under the present Conservative government. Despite increasing rates of HE participation since the Robbins report (Committee on Higher Education, 1963), a persistent gap has remained between students from the most disadvantaged and advantaged areas accessing this level of study (UCAS, 2016a). There was an intensive research focus on HE decision-making and choices of underrepresented students against a background of a strong political focus on WP during the New Labour years. While such research has indeed been valuable in uncovering inequalities in HE decision-making and choice between advantaged and disadvantaged students, this has not been maintained in the later context of the Coalition government, where comparably less political attention has been paid to WP (Callender and Scott, 2013). In a context where political developments have resulted in the tripling of tuition fees and a heightened emphasis on students making the ‘right’ choice for themselves (BIS, 2011, p. 5), a continued focus on WP is necessary. 
The requirement to carry out such research in the current political context marks just one knowledge gap here; there are others arising from the existing literature. These consist of: sample composition - with more focus paid to Advanced Level (A-level) students’ HE intentions and decision-making than those studying in FE, and limited qualitative longitudinal studies exploring HE decision-making, as much existing research adopts a cross-sectional approach. In reviews of WP research, there have been calls for ‘a firm grounding in empirical evidence related to students’ everyday experiences’ (Kettley, 2007, p. 343) and to ‘develop theoretical frameworks to help us to understand the complexity of the issues’, along with ‘using research to interrogate, test or develop theoretical frameworks’ (Whitty et al., 2015, p. 58). In focusing wholly upon FE students’ HE decision-making, influences and experiences qualitatively over time, while theoretically exploring these, my research works to address a number of gaps and strengthen the existing knowledge that is outlined in the literature. 
3. [bookmark: _Toc477643078]Research questions 
In reflecting on the knowledge gaps identified above, the purpose of this research is to longitudinally explore the reasons and influences informing FE students’ HE decision-making and choices.  More specifically, it intends to establish understandings of this within the context of a political emphasis on students’ responsibility to make the ‘right choices’ (BIS, 2011, p. 5), alongside the introduction of the highest tuition fee cap level to date in England. The research is grounded in sociological theory to conceptually explore issues of structure and agency within FE students’ experiences in planning their future educational trajectories over time to understand how this can work in mediating such processes. 
The research questions explored in my study are as follows:  
· What are the HE decisions and choices that underrepresented FE students make in the context of increased tuition fees and heightened emphasis on student choice?
· What reasons and influences inform such decisions and choices, and how are these acted upon over the course of their post-16 education?
· Do FE students approach such educational decisions as individualised, or are their options mediated by structural limitations?
In exploring the above, I employ Archer’s (2003, 2007, 2012) concepts of reflexivity and the internal conversation, as well as Bourdieu’s (1986) forms of capital, as conceptual lenses. I use narrative inquiry as a way of accessing accounts of FE students’ choices and decision-making accounts over time, as well as the experiences and thoughts that have influenced these. I also approach the research from a critical realist paradigm to gain insights into how structural conditions can potentially influence different courses of action amongst participants (Archer, 2007, 2012). A more thorough discussion of these points is presented in the Conceptual Framework chapter of the thesis. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643079]3.1 A note on ‘decision-making’
Throughout the thesis, the term ‘decision-making’ is frequently used. The purpose of the research, as outlined above, is to explore FE students’ decision-making and choices with regard to their future educational trajectories, specifically HE. This research investigates the reasons informing decisions and particular courses of action, for example, influences, perceptions, attitudes and reactions to events. 
It is necessary to define the difference between ‘decision-making’ and ‘choice’, considering that these terms are used frequently throughout the thesis. When using these terms, I do so with consideration to Ball et al.’s (2002, p. 51) following point: ‘Where choice suggests openness in relation to a psychology of preferences, decision-making alludes to both power and constraint’. Both ‘decision-making’ and ‘choice’ are mentioned in the research questions for this reason; solely referring to decision-making would imply a limiting of options as a result of constraints, whereas choice indicates ‘openness’ on the basis of preference. This distinction informs the use of the two terms throughout the thesis. 

Throughout the following chapters, I cite scholarly work that has adopted a similar focus; I discuss studies that explore the qualitative nature of HE choices and decisions, the reasons and influences informing these and the theoretical understandings of the role of structure and agency. This research, as well as my own, is distinct from research concerning decision-making ‘processes’ derived from the fields of Psychology or Economics. Diamond et al. (2012), for instance, employed Behavioural Economics in exploring students’ HE choices, explaining that this ‘seeks to understand the way in which people make decisions, specifically the simplifying techniques that people use when processing information’ (Diamond et al., 2012, p. 17). Economic and psychological models are only very occasionally referred to when I discuss emotion. This is because the conceptual framework that I employ considers emotion to an extent, as this involves the exploration of cares, concerns and commitments (Archer, 2003, 2007, 2012). Therefore, in the Literature Review and the remainder of the thesis, such economic and psychological notions are not comprehensively discussed. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643080]3.2 A note on ‘HE’ and ‘FE’
Before proceeding further, it is also necessary to explain how I regard HE and FE in my inquiry. I define FE here as post-16 studies that take place following compulsory education, prior to entering HE. Yet, I focus specifically on students studying in Further Education Colleges (FECs) outside of schools and sixth forms; Parry (2009, p. 326) explains that FECs ‘provide a range of academic, vocational and basic education, both part-time and full-time, and typically cater for students of all ages and from diverse backgrounds’. HE courses are also offered in FECs. Though, for the purposes of the research, I only recruited participants embarking on Advanced Level (A-level) and Business and Technology Education Council Level 3 (BTEC Level 3) qualifications, as both of these routes provide opportunities for HE progression. Moreover, in recruiting participants from both A-level and BTEC Level 3 courses, my research addresses a knowledge gap, which I explain more fully in the following Literature Review chapter. 

In focusing on progression to ‘HE’, I define HE as degree level education rather than the institution that this is undertaken in. I am referring to HE being undertaken in both Universities and FECs. This is important to clarify, as scholars have noted that there is often a perceived difference in status between these two educational sites in England; Parry (2009, p. 324) highlights that FECs are either perceived as existing outside ‘the recognised range of providers of higher education’ or ‘at the lower end of its rank order’. In his earlier work, Parry (2005, p. 11) also comments that ‘higher education has still to be widely recognised and accepted as a normal or necessary activity in colleges’. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643081]3.3 On defining ‘underrepresented’ students 
It is imperative that I discuss how I define students who are ‘underrepresented’ in HE from the outset, given that this is the focal point of my research. 
In the literature I explore in the following two chapters, it is well established that ‘working-class’ students are underrepresented in HE. The terms ‘working’ and ‘middle-class’ are used frequently throughout these chapters when discussing other scholars’ work. This is for the purpose of remaining loyal to the terms and definitions used in the existing literature by other authors. When referring to the participants in my own inquiry, however, I purposefully avoid these terms. The primary reason for this is a result of my research being situated in the field of WP, which, as I explain below, focuses on ‘underrepresented’ students and this encompasses more than social class. Additionally, assigning social class positions to participants can result in homogenous views, as scholars have argued that there is much variation amongst individuals within the same social class (Archer et al., 2003; Brooks, 2003a). Finally, as is discussed in more depth in the Conceptual Framework chapter, the conventional characteristics of ‘working’ and ‘middle-class’ individuals in contemporary Britain are being challenged (Savage, 2015). 
In the field of WP, ‘underrepresented’ is defined in various ways. For instance, the Office for Fair Access (OFFA) regards students with one or more of the following background characteristics as ‘underrepresented’ in HE:
· Students from lower socio-economic groups and neighbourhoods in which relatively few people enter higher education 
· Students from some ethnic groups or sub-groups 
· Students who have been in care 
· Disabled students 
· Young adult carers.
(OFFA, 2016b)

National WP schemes, such as Realising Opportunities, which aim to recruit students who are underrepresented in HE, require students to have a particular standard of GCSE attainment in addition to meeting two of the following criteria: 
· Live in a neighbourhood with a low progression rate to higher education or an area with a high level of financial, social or economic deprivation. This is defined by home postcode
· Come from a home where neither parent attended university in the UK or abroad
· Be in receipt of or entitled to discretionary payments/16-19 bursary/Pupil Premium at school/college
· Be in receipt of or entitled to free school meals.
(Realising Opportunities, 2016a)

Finally, the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) looks at the following indicators when addressing WP of underrepresented groups:

· The percentage of entrants who attended a school or college in the state sector 
· The percentage of entrants who were returned with National Statistics Socio-economic Classification (NS-SEC) categories 4 to 7 
· The percentage of entrants whose home area (as denoted by their postcode) is known to have a low proportion of 18 and 19 year-olds in higher education.

(HESA, 2016)

The participants in my inquiry were all recruited from FECs in Low Participation Neighbourhoods (LPNs) that were also located in areas of socioeconomic deprivation, in accordance with the Index of Multiple Deprivation. I revisit this more thoroughly in the Methodology and Methods chapter of the thesis, where I also engage with scholarly criticism of LPN’s, which discuss the possibility of pockets of advantage being included within these areas (Harrison and McCaig, 2014). In order to overcome such criticisms, a questionnaire was employed to gain further insights into the backgrounds of my participants. This requested details of participants’ parental occupation, parental educational history, their own educational history and their living situation (see appendix 1).

In line with the information collected from participants, the following criteria concerning their level of underrepresentation can be considered: 

1) Participant is a first generation student 
2) Main income earner in the household is classified in NS-SEC 4-7 
3) Participant is from an LPN
4) Participant is from an area of socioeconomic deprivation. 

I recognise that scholars in this area have previously used different versions of occupational classification. For instance, some adopt Registrar General’s classification (Brooks, 2003b; Reay, 1998; Reay et al., 2005), whilst others use the expanded version of the NS-SEC (see Crozier et al., 2008) to define participants as ‘working’ or ‘middle’ class (with intermediate sometimes being regarded as an indication of working-class and sometimes middle-class). Since I am not using such terminology in relation to my participants, HESA’s NS-SEC definition of underrepresented students is adopted (NS-SEC 4-7). I expand upon this point in the Methodology and Methods chapter, where I outline each participant’s level of underrepresentation (see table 1). 

4. [bookmark: _Toc477643082]Positionality
I now present a personal narrative of my own story, before detailing how this developed into my motivations to pursue this research. In addition to feeling compelled to outline my positionality in the name of good research practice (Schensul et al., 2013), on a moral level, I feel it is required. Bathmaker and Harnett (2010, p. 5) explain that, as researchers, we have ‘a duty to explain our positionality in the context of the research’ to demonstrate how ‘our own lives, beliefs and values are implicated in our practices’. I also believe that this ‘duty’ is ethical; as this thesis will convey, the research participants shared thoughts, feelings, perceptions and aspects of their biography that had led them to the point in time where I was asking them to share their journeys with me. I thus believe that it is only fair I do the same here. 
Moreover, disclosing my own story is compliant with narrative inquiry, which I adopt as part of my methodological approach. As Clandinin and Connelly (2000, p. 40, italics in text) state:
Narrative inquirers intend to begin with experience as lived and told stories…Narrative inquiry characteristically begins with the researcher’s autobiographically orientated narrative associated with the research puzzle.
The following illustrates my own journey into HE, to clarify how I arrived at my present situation. In doing this, I highlight how my ‘autobiographically orientated narrative’ is associated with the ‘research puzzle’ of this thesis. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643083]4.1 How I got here
My personal and educational journey to the present day has been complex, disrupted and, at times, challenging. My experiences of education were always fraught with a constant struggle I experienced from a young age of trying to keep ‘educational’ and ‘personal’ experiences separate. Shortly after I began secondary education, I became a Looked After Child. I had endured many disruptions in my home life, and I adopted a high level of self-discipline and focus to keep these separate from my education. 
At this time, I was a pupil in a secondary comprehensive school with a mixed socioeconomic demographic of children. Many of my peers came from middle-class homes and spoke of aspirations of sixth form and university. I knew that I wanted to continue with my education in my pursuit of building a new life for myself; one built on my own terms after my experiences of domestic disruption. I went on to achieve highly in my GCSE examinations and decided to pursue A-levels at a local FEC. Despite most of my friends progressing to the school’s sixth form, I wanted to escape this environment to detach from those who were aware of my home situation. I wanted a fresh start. 
Progressing to FE marked a more intense battle, trying to banish my personal circumstances from impacting upon my educational achievements. Upon starting my FE, I attempted to live with one of my biological parents following my foster parent falling ill. This did not work out and, after a few short months, I returned to live with a foster parent. At this time, I had applied to university with the hope of studying a degree in Social Work, motivated by my personal experiences; I hoped to one day help children, young people and families through difficult times. 
I had attended interviews at pre-1992 and Russell Group HEIs, passing the initial selection stage at three institutions. At that point, this was my only experience of the HE environment. I felt doubtful that I would actually progress to HE as I felt out of place; the culture of the academic staff and other applicants was alien to me and I could not picture myself attending. I did not achieve the required grades to progress to my chosen HEIs after all; the disruption of my domestic circumstances throughout college had unfortunately contributed to me falling behind with my A-levels. I viewed this as a ‘sign’ that I was not fit for degree study after all, and that I had been ‘kidding myself’ into thinking that this was a realistic option for me. 
At this time, I had more pressing matters than my education to attend to. I had turned 18 years of age and I was now required to find my own home. Locating and financing my own accommodation took precedence over education, which resulted in me needing to prioritise securing employment. Finding work was difficult in my home locality. Not only was I residing in a former mining town that had long suffered with high unemployment rates, but the 2008 recession had just hit. In these circumstances, the only position I managed to find was in a call centre, one of the few large employers in my local area. 
After establishing a place I could call home, the friends I had met during my FE who had progressed to a local post-1992 university encouraged me to apply. Continuing to work in a call centre part-time, whilst I pursued my undergraduate degree in Education Studies, led me to develop a strong work ethic. I became increasingly determined to continue with my HE past undergraduate level. In contrast to my A-level experiences, I excelled in academia and felt incredibly lucky to have found my passion. During this time, I was encouraged by my tutors to let my personal history guide my interests. 
My personal experiences assisted in the development of my academic concerns in educational inequalities and widening participation. When writing my undergraduate degree dissertation, I explored sixth form students’ HE decision-making and choices, whilst comparing these with the perceptions of those working in university outreach (Baker, 2012). For my Master’s dissertation, I undertook a cross-sectional study to explore first year undergraduates’ HE decision-making and choices retrospectively (Baker, 2013). 
These academic concerns subsequently led me to engage professionally in roles where I could help others. As I was very appreciative that I had experienced HE, I dedicated much of my time outside of my studies and paid employment to helping others via voluntary roles. The nature of my voluntary work propelled not only my interests in social justice, but in people’s stories. At 18 years of age, I worked as a Samaritan volunteer where I provided emotional support to members of the public experiencing distress and despair. I also volunteered in roles dedicated to helping others into education; I committed time to a council-funded organisation to assist people in the local community back into work, education and training after periods of unemployment. Furthermore, I ran a project for AimHigher through my University, working with students from a local FE institution. 
The nature of these experiences resulted in a realisation of my interest in people’s subjective experiences and stories; I would often question what predisposed people to make particular decisions, along with how specific socioeconomic circumstances influenced these. Merging this with my research interest in HE access, WP and young peoples’ future trajectories, conveys my personal motivation for wanting to pursue this research. 
5. [bookmark: _Toc477643084]Organisation of the thesis 
Following this introductory chapter, I proceed to the Literature Review, which details existing research in the field of HE choice and decision-making. Within this, I pay particular attention to the literature that is closely related to my research questions and context, and use this as an opportunity to illustrate how my own inquiry addresses various knowledge gaps. 
The Conceptual Framework chapter acts as both an opportunity for me to present and discuss the conceptual contributions of Archer (2003, 2007, 2012) and Bourdieu (1977, 1986), upon which I build the conceptual framework of this study. I provide justifications for my choice of conceptual framework with reference to existing theoretical literature. 
I then move on to the Methodology and Methods chapter. In this, I explain and critically discuss the methodological approach I take in my research, which consists of a qualitative longitudinal narrative inquiry combined with the critical realist paradigm. I also illustrate how these approaches work in sufficiently answering the research questions. I discuss and justify the methods used in this inquiry, and provide attention to the sample characteristics, the profiles of the FECs involved, ethical considerations and the approaches taken to analysis. I also use this chapter as a way of drawing the threads of the conceptual framework, methodology and analysis together to explain how these are used in practice.
The thesis findings are presented in three parts, which follow the participants’ HE choice and decision-making journeys over time. These are titled: ‘Finding ones feet in the landscape of choice’, ‘Taking the first steps’ and ‘Making their way’. Within the findings chapters, I simultaneously analyse and discuss the data throughout, rather than providing separate ‘findings’ and ‘discussion’ chapters. 
Finally, in the Conclusion chapter of the thesis, I draw the findings together to answer the research questions, before outlining recommendations for policy and practice. I then provide a critical evaluation of the research and a reflective account of my own PhD journey. 





[bookmark: _Toc477643085]Literature Review 

[bookmark: _Toc477643086]Introduction 
In this chapter, I use a thematic approach to outline literature that explores HE decision-making and choices. Throughout, I review scholarly work that examines socioeconomic differences in this area, as this is relevant to my research questions about understanding the HE decision-making and choices of underrepresented students. 
To begin, I discuss research that has sought to identify differences in planned future educational and career trajectories between those studying in sixth forms/schools and FE, as well as between students undertaking post-16 academic and vocational routes. Whilst career decision-making is not specifically related to my research questions, career considerations are frequently intertwined with HE intentions and, hence, necessitate attention. I then go on to explore the reasons for non-progression to HE amongst vocational students studying in FE. 
In the second section of the literature review, I focus on research that has highlighted various complexities in HE ‘choice’. Here, I explore the socioeconomic discrepancies between progression to different types of HEI and the potential reasons for this, with a specific focus on the influence of prior educational attainment and geographical location. I then discuss the justifications for the increase in student contributions and explore literature concerning students’ perceptions of tuition fees in England. Following this, I consider research that explores the reasons and influences informing subject choices. 
Following my discussion of the complexities in HE ‘choice’, I focus on the influence of ‘known others’ on students’ HE decision-making and choices, specifically the role of family, friends and teachers. The importance of information and guidance provided by known others is frequently illustrated within the literature. 
Finally, I discuss studies that seek to establish understandings of how young people make HE decisions and choices over time. As my research takes a longitudinal approach to understanding how HE decisions are made, I view it as necessary to consider this in more detail in the review of the literature. 

1. [bookmark: _Toc477643087]Accessing HE from different post-16 routes 
In the first theme of the Literature Review, I discuss scholarly work that has highlighted differences in HE choices and decisions between those studying different post-16 routes (such as A-levels and vocational qualifications), as well as those attending different types of post-16 institutions. As my research focuses specifically on FE students, participants were recruited from both A-level and vocational courses to establish a more diverse sample. Prior research focusing on FECs specifically note the typical socioeconomic composition of such sites as populated largely by students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. Baird et al. (2012, p. 296) summarise from Crawford et al.’s (2011) report on post-16 choices that:
Students from lower SES backgrounds were more likely than those from higher SES backgrounds to attend FE colleges and less likely than students from higher SES backgrounds to choose to attend sixth-form colleges. 
I have not sought to recruit FE students for the sole purpose of hoping to establish a sample of underrepresented students. My motivation arises from the relatively small amount of research carried out with such students, outside of comparisons between vocational and A-level students’ HE decision-making and choices, or between those studying in sixth forms/schools and FE. Existing literature in this field has often involved participants from schools and sixth forms, or a combination of schools (private and comprehensive), FECs and sixth forms, to succeed in recruiting socioeconomically and ethnically diverse samples (Ball et al., 2002; David et al., 2003; Holdsworth, 2006; Pugsley, 1998; Reay et al., 2005). There are some exceptions, however, where students from FECs constituted the whole sample (Archer and Hutchings, 2000; Aynsley and Crossouard, 2010; Ball et al., 1999). Yet, samples comprised wholly of FE students have often been used to provide examples of the perspectives of those who do not anticipate attending HE and, thus, are defined as ‘unlikely to progress’ (Archer, 2000; Archer and Hutchings, 2000; Aynsley and Crossouard, 2010). 

To discuss the above in more depth, I go on to explore literature that notes differences between HE and career decision-making and choices between vocational and A-level students, as well as between those studying in sixth forms/ schools and FE. Through critiquing this literature, I illustrate how my own inquiry addresses the weaknesses of these existing studies. I move on to highlight how much of the research carried out with vocational students aims primarily to establish the reasons behind non-participation in HE; I explore explanations for this amongst vocational students.

[bookmark: _Toc477643088]1.1 Different decisions?: Students’ educational trajectories across differing post-16 routes and institutions 

Research that has recruited A-level and vocational students sometimes seeks to compare planned educational trajectories and future intentions across these two post-16 study routes, as well as across different types of institution (such as sixth forms, 11-18 comprehensives and FECs). Baird et al.’s (2012, p. 293) research focuses on the latter; the authors set out to compare the ‘hopes, goals and plans’ of FE students with those studying post-16 qualifications in 11-18 schools and sixth form colleges. The authors found that FE students stated goals and plans relating to careers, such as ‘get a good job’ (Ibid., p. 306), whereas school and sixth form students mentioned progression to HE. Baird et al. (Ibid., p. 308) conclude from these findings that HE progression is likely to be expected of those studying in schools and sixth forms, as ‘students from lower SES backgrounds with more modest aspirations are more likely to attend FECs, and students from middle SES backgrounds with “higher” aspirations are more likely to attend sixth form’. Hence, their explanation is based on students’ possible socioeconomic circumstances. Archer et al.’s (2014, p. 66) longitudinal study of school children’s career aspirations disputes this conclusion. They found ‘little evidence of a “poverty of aspiration” with young people from all social-class backgrounds expressing broadly comparable aspirations’. In an earlier paper though, Archer et al. (2012) observed that, as children grew older, their aspirations became more classed, gendered and racialised. This process of aspirations becoming more defined with age has also been presented by scholars such as Gottfredson (2002), who theorised that the development of career decisions eventually encounters a process of elimination. This elimination begins when young people incorporate gender and social class into their self-image, which results in career options that are seen as incompatible with this being ruled out.

Differences in future plans are not only exhibited between those studying in sixth form/schools and FECs, but also between students studying academic and vocational post-16 courses. Ball et al. (1999) explain, in their study of post-16 choices, that the A-level route demonstrated a ‘well-trodden’ trajectory to HE, whereas considerations of the future outlined by vocational students were often vague and uncertain. Differences are also illustrated when both academic and vocational students have the same intentions to progress to HE. Bates et al. (2009, p. 70), for instance, found that those taking academic routes were more likely to choose their HE course based on passion or interest for the subject, whereas vocational students decided based on career options and were more likely to defer HE entry. This may, however, be a result of many vocational courses being closely linked to specific career paths, whereas A-level disciplines are applicable to a range of study options in HE. 

As well as different reasons influencing course choice, Hoelscher et al. (2008) found differences in institutional choices between A-level and vocational students. Hoelscher et al.’s (2008) case study explored the success of vocational education and training (VET) students’ transitions into HE. The authors highlight that students with an A-level background were overrepresented at pre-1992 institutions, whilst VET students were underrepresented and vice versa, even when subject choice was accounted for. One significant explanatory finding here was the presence of ‘high degrees of self-limitation which influence applications to HE’ (Ibid. p. 149). This process of self-limitation was applied to institutions located ‘beyond perceived boundaries of physical, academic or social space’ (Ibid., p. 145), such as distance from home and grade requirements for entry. I discuss this point in more detail later in the chapter, when exploring complexities in HE ‘choice’. 

Much of the research cited above presents limitations in terms of research approach and sampling, which my own inquiry works to address. Both Baird et al. (2012) and Bates et al.’s (2009) work relies on quantitative data, with the former derived from surveys distributed to post-16 institutions and the latter on data sets from the Youth Cohort Survey (YCS[footnoteRef:4]) and the Longitudinal Study of Young People in England (LSYPE[footnoteRef:5]). The absence of qualitative data here means that it is not possible to present the reasons, influences and thought processes that inform such findings. Baird et al. (2012) even note themselves that their approach may have been too narrow and simplistic for student responses. Hoelscher et al.’s (2008) study addresses some of these weaknesses through using a combination of statistical data from HESA and UCAS, alongside qualitative interviews with students. This meant that Hoelscher et al. (Ibid., p. 147) were then able to capture the complexity of HE decision-making and choice, noting this as a ‘highly individualised’ process.  [4: The YCS began in 1985 and completed its most recent phase in 2010 spanning 13 cohorts of students (UK Data Service, 2012). Samples consist of those aged 16, with the aim of monitoring transitions to education or work until the age of 19 through a survey approach (Connolly, 2006; Thompson, 2009). ]  [5: The LSYPE began in 2004 and focused on younger students in compulsory schooling aged 13 and 14; this merged with the YCS in 2007 (cohort 13) due to an overlap of cohorts at this time (DCSF, 2008).
] 


Secondly, limitations in terms of the sample and vocational course information collected are evident in Baird et al. (2012) and Ball et al.’s (1999) work. Baird et al. (2012) failed to gather the details of the course being undertaken by survey respondents, which neglects to consider that some courses may not provide a direct progression route to HE (such as level 1 or 2 programmes). Amongst Ball et al.’s (1999) vocational participants, only two were taking level 3 qualifications, with the remainder opting for GNVQs at foundation or intermediate levels, which do not provide an immediate progression route into HE. The fact that the majority of the vocational students included in this sample are not studying qualifications facilitating HE progression poses the same difficulties as those noted in Baird et al.’s (2012) work. I posit that this serves as a strong reason for why FE and vocational participants’ future plans not only appeared less specific, but less educationally orientated than those provided by sixth form and A-level students in Baird et al. (2012) and Ball et al.’s (1999) work respectively. 

The approach and sampling undertaken in my own research serves to address the above limitations. Firstly, the qualitative approach taken in my own inquiry can garner more detailed insights into the reasons behind HE decision-making and choices. Secondly, by involving students undertaking both A-levels and BTEC Level 3 qualifications in FE institutions, all participants have the option to progress to HE upon completion of their courses. This eliminates the possibility of vague visions of the future being attributed to the qualification level being studied by participants. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, I do not make comparisons between A-level and BTEC students in my inquiry; as will be outlined in the Methodology and Methods chapter of the thesis, my motivation for recruiting a combination of A-level and vocational students only from one type of post-16 institution (FECs) was to establish diversity within an FE sample. There are a lack of studies focusing specifically on the HE decision-making and choices of solely FE students. Existing studies that do focus exclusively on FE and/or vocational students often do so with the intention of recruiting a sample that they deem as ‘unlikely to progress’ to HE, to uncover explanations behind non-progression. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643089]1.2 The reasons informing non-progression 

Aside from studies that have drawn comparisons between the planned or actual educational trajectories of those studying A-level and vocational subjects, or students attending sixth form/school or FE, research involving only FE students has often labelled its participants as being ‘non-participants’ in HE. This is typically used to refer to those students who have expressed that they do not wish to attend, or are ‘unlikely to progress’ (Archer and Hutchings, 2000; Aynsley and Crossouard, 2010; Heath et al., 2008). Reasons for non-progression are important to highlight when exploring HE decisions and choices, should any of my research participants not wish to attend. Here, I explore some of the common findings associated with reasons for non-participation, derived predominantly from studies focusing on FE students. 

Research has highlighted that prior educational experiences can deter some young people from HE. Aynsley and Crossouard  (2010) found that whilst their vocational participants had positive experiences of college, they associated negative experiences of compulsory schooling with HE. This is not only the case when considering participation in HE, but also in deciding whether to progress to post-16 education, as Ball et al. (1999) found. An interesting observation is made by Bates et al. (2009, p. 17), who identify a link between those students who viewed their school work as valuable in Year 11, and those that were likely to be involved in networks perceiving HE participation as a natural next step. This may offer one explanation for why those who had negative experiences of compulsory education were less likely to hold positive views about HE. Additionally, learner identities can become ‘exhausted’ upon completion of compulsory schooling and post-16 education, leading students to be discouraged from taking their studies further (Aynsley and Crossouard, 2010; Ball et al., 1999; Morrison, 2008).

Stress and anxiety, stemming from fears of financial hardship and high workloads, when deliberating progression to HE have also been cited as reasons for non-progression (Archer and Hutchings, 2000; Aynsley and Crossouard, 2010). In Archer and Hutchings’ (2000, p. 558) research with FE students deemed as ‘unlikely to progress to HE’[footnoteRef:6], HE was perceived as a time of financial hardship and hard work, namely as a result of being required to balance paid employment with study. This led their research participants to feel that the costs of HE study outweighed any benefits. For instance,  participants did view HE as providing access to ‘better jobs’, but the outcome of a graduate job was marred by doubt; participants anticipated that the likelihood of succeeding in a highly competitive graduate labour market was minimal. This was rooted in their views of pre- and post-1992 institutions. Post-1992 institutions were viewed as more realistic by Archer and Hutchings’ participants, but considered as ‘second-rate’ in the graduate employment market, whereas pre-1992 institutions were regarded as unattainable ‘dream universities’ (Archer 2000, p. 8). This can offer one reason as to why some students who do participate in HE, particularly those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, are more likely to attend post-1992 universities (Reay et al., 2009). I return to this point later in the chapter.  [6: While the majority of Archer and Hutchings’ (2000) sample were vocational students in FECs (10 participant groups), their sample also contained those who were not engaged in education (4 participant groups). ] 


As well as concerns over the graduate employment market, other research has noted that a common reason for non-participation is due to HE not being required for particular occupations (Aynsley and Crossouard, 2010; Morrison, 2008; Watts and Bridges, 2006), or that equal returns could be garnered by immediately entering the employment market (Hoelsher et al., 2008). In Morrison’s (2008) study of vocational students’ occupational and educational decision-making, HE was even perceived as a hindrance by the participants, as it prevented immediate entry to the employment market upon completion of their FE studies. This was also the most frequently provided reason for non-progression in both Bates et al. (2009) and Callender’s (2003) work.
2. [bookmark: _Toc477643090]Complexities in HE ‘choice’ 
Above, I have briefly touched on some of the motivations and reasons informing decisions on whether to progress to HE generally. Though, as the literature highlights, the complexity of HE choice and decision-making does not necessarily only emerge from considerations of whether to progress to this level of study alone. Rather, levels of complexity are heightened when exploring decisions to study at one specific HEI over others, as well as deciding upon a specific subject and degree course. I explore this complexity in the second theme of the Literature Review, by focusing on some of the commonly cited influential factors and inequalities exhibited when students decide between HEIs. I firstly explain the socioeconomic inequalities evident in accessing different types of HEI. I then discuss the potential reasons informing differences in decision-making, such as prior attainment, geography and debt aversion. Finally, I present understandings of how subject choices are made.

[bookmark: _Toc477643091]2.1 Progressing to different ‘types’ of HEI
Scholarly literature and UCAS statistics have repeatedly highlighted socioeconomic differences in progression to pre- and post-1992 institutions. In their 2015 end of cycle report, the same year that the research participants in my inquiry were looking to progress to HE, UCAS stated that despite 18 year olds from the most disadvantaged areas becoming 5% more likely to enter a higher tariff institution compared with previous years, those from the most advantaged areas ‘were 6.3 times more likely to enter higher tariff providers compared to the most disadvantaged areas’ (UCAS, 2015, p. 99). Literature has also drawn attention to this issue, with higher proportions of students from professional backgrounds attending Russell Group institutions (Boliver, 2008). A number of factors contribute to this divide in participation amongst socioeconomic lines, such as attainment (Shiner and Noden, 2014), financial concerns (Callender and Jackson, 2005) and wishing to remain local (Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005; Reay, 1998). 

[bookmark: _Toc477643092]2.1.1 Attainment
In considering the potential reasons why students from different social backgrounds may choose to attend a pre- or post-1992 institution, levels of attainment are particularly pertinent. The Future of Higher Education (DfES, 2003, para 6.3) White Paper, for instance, states that ‘[t]he single most important cause of the social class division in higher education participation is differential attainment in schools and colleges’. Shiner and Noden’s (2014, p. 18) research on student choice suggests that attainment was especially influential, with applicants seeking to ‘match their performance to the selectivity of institutions and courses’. Similar conclusions have been drawn by Brooks (2003a), where sixth form students compared their own attainment levels to their peers’ to position themselves socially in relation to the status of institutions and courses.  

Attainment can certainly provide some explanation for why students from different social backgrounds may make different HE decisions, but not completely. In a report from the Sutton Trust, Jerrim (2014, p. 2) importantly states that ‘a quarter of the difference in England, the US and Australia is not explained by academic ability’. This is further emphasised by reports of students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds being more likely to attend post-1992 universities, even with similar levels of attainment to those applying to traditional institutions (The Sutton Trust, 2004). Attainment, therefore, cannot be regarded as the sole cause for different patterns of progression. 
[bookmark: _Toc477643093]2.1.2 Geography 
The geographical location of HEIs also contributes to inequalities in choice and decision-making. Scholars have noted the increased propensity of those from disadvantaged backgrounds to remain within the parental home whilst attending university (Holdsworth, 2009; Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005), and the reasons for this often stem from financial constraints (Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005). Attending higher status institutions often requires students to move away from home, adding to expenses (Boliver, 2013). Yet, the decision to remain at home can also be motivated by an obligation to fulfil domestic responsibilities. This is supported by Reay’s (2003, p. 308) work, in which she highlights that the HE choices of female, working-class, mature students operated ‘within very narrow circumscribed spaces of choice in which the location of a university becomes crucial’ as a consequence of domestic and employment commitments. The reasons informing the decision to remain at home then may not always be financial.  

Remaining local also has different implications for HE decision-making, depending on the concentration of HEIs in specific locations; Holton and Riley (2013) found that their research participants had a broader range of institutions to choose from as a result of residing in London. Hence, HE choices and decisions are not always limited by remaining at home; they are also dependent on the concentration of HEIs within home localities. 

Remaining at home is often viewed via a deficit lens, with the ‘student experience’ being associated with traditional middle-class university entrants (Holdsworth, 2006); those who remain at home during their studies are often perceived as ‘missing out’ on this (Holdsworth, 2009). Yet, students who do remain living in the parental home may not always agree; their motivations to progress to HE may be associated with the degree qualification alone, rather than intentions to engage with social experiences (Abrahams and Ingram, 2013). As Patiniotis and Holdsworth (2005) found, such students in their research sample viewed degrees as ‘cultural capital passports’, enabling them access to work to avoid potential future poverty, rather than as a means of accessing social experiences.  

[bookmark: _Toc477643094]2.2 Financial concerns: Rising tuition fees and debt aversion
The purpose of this research, as outlined in the introductory chapter, is not to assess the influence of heightened fees on HE choice and decision-making, but to understand these in the context of increased tuition fees and a heightened emphasis on student choice. It is thus important to examine the literature that explores the impact of tuition fees on student choice. 
It is informative to begin by discussing tuition fees and the notion of cost-sharing in HE to highlight the reasons typically informing such increases in student contribution. As I have already described the current state of tuition fees in England in the introductory chapter, I turn my attention to the international context to provide a more thorough understanding of the motivations behind ‘cost-sharing’ and increasing levels of tuition fees in HE. For clarity, cost-sharing refers to a ‘shift in the burden of higher education costs from being borne exclusively or predominately by government, or taxpayers, to being shared with parents and students’ (Johnstone, 2003, p. 351). In England, this is in the form of tuition fees, though cost-sharing can also consist of charges for student living, as is the case in Denmark (Johnstone, 2004). Johnstone (2003) asserts that cost-sharing is ‘inevitable,’ particularly in times of austerity, due to the competition between other public necessities such as health, housing and welfare. This provides a reason for cost-sharing being commonplace across numerous national contexts. 
The justification of cost-sharing is based on a movement towards HE being regarded as a private good that provides advantages to the individual, rather than as a public good that strengthens the national labour market and global competitiveness (Ziderman, 2013). The private benefits of HE are thought to personally advantage individuals, in terms of increased earnings, heightened employability, greater status, better mental health and broader career options (BIS, 2013; Johnstone, 2014). In England, the introduction of tuition fees in 1998 and the subsequent increases in the tuition fee cap mean that students are now expected to view student loans as an investment in their futures (Carasso, 2014). Similar trends have occurred internationally. For instance, in the Chinese context, HE was regarded as a public good prior to the flourishing of the economy in the 1980s before moving towards being viewed as a private good. This led to the HE market becoming incredibly differentiated in terms of costs (Yu and Jin, 2014). Conversely, there are those systems, such as France and Germany’s, that have maintained the perception of HE as a public good, resulting in low fees in France (where only registration fees are required to be paid) and free HE in Germany (Charles, 2014; Hüther and Krücken, 2014). 

There are various arguments opposing cost-sharing, some of which take the form of strategic or technical disagreements (Johnstone, 2004). Yet, the argument I wish to pay attention to here is that of equity. Sanyal and Johnstone (2011) explain that the private benefits of HE are not realised equally, but serve to benefit the privileged. These inequalities, according to the literature, can occur prior to progressing to HE as a result of increased cost-sharing in the form of tuition fees, deterring less advantaged students. This could then potentially contribute to different rates of HE access between socioeconomic groups (HEFCE, 2014a), which in turn supports Sanyal and Johnstone’s (2011) comments regarding the unequal receipt of private benefits. 

Research that has explored the impacts of increasing tuition fees in England identifies dissimilarities in levels of debt aversion between students from different socioeconomic backgrounds; those from disadvantaged backgrounds are reported to express higher levels of debt aversion than their more advantaged counterparts (Callender and Jackson, 2005, 2008). Callender and Jackson (2005) found this to be the case in their large scale survey of prospective students, with those from less advantaged backgrounds being substantially more debt averse. The authors found a similar sensitivity to debt amongst students from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds in their later work (Callender and Jackson, 2008), but, interestingly, they note that students who perceived higher social and lifestyle benefits associated with university were less likely to feel deterred; this occurred more frequently amongst higher income students. I cited possible reasons for this earlier in the chapter, when discussing geographical complexities in HE decision-making and choice (Abrahams and Ingram, 2013; Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005). The conclusions drawn from Callender and Jackson’s’ (2005, 2008) work are, however, limited, due to the quantitative approach; there is no opportunity here to uncover how and why their participants were more or less debt averse than others. 

Conversely, scholars using qualitative approaches in exploring students’ perceptions of tuition fee debt have found that more advantaged students have a  more cautious attitude to student loans. Through their interviews with university students, Christie and Munro (2003) note that whilst working-class students did perceive tuition fee loans as risky (yet necessary), it was middle-class students who had a better understanding and awareness of tuition fee debt from friends and family. This meant that they ‘overwhelmingly saw that the immediate financial rewards were not that great and saw the repayment of the loans as a real burden’ (Ibid., p. 634). Moreover, in analysing data from HEFCE, Harrison (2012) demonstrates that the number of students from more affluent backgrounds progressing to HE declined following the implementation of the 2005/06 tuition fee increase. He speculates that this decline may be a result of more advantaged students being able to ‘exercise other positive choices at 18 outside of higher education which were not available to the widening participation groups’ (Ibid., p. 38). This adds further weight to the argument I made on pp. 6-7, regarding the expectations of policy makers for students to make ‘rational’ decisions based on information derived from the KIS alone. 

While the literature discussed above is insightful in understanding the impact of rising tuition fees on prospective students’ perceptions of HE, these studies focus upon the initial implementation of tuition fees in 1998 and the 2005/06 increase. More recent research carried out after the announcement of the tripling of the tuition fee cap to £9000, but prior to its implementation, has attempted to understand how this most recent increase has affected HE decision-making and choice (Dunnett et al., 2012; Wilkins et al., 2012). In Dunnett et al.’s (2012) research with post-16 students, financial constraints were only evident in underrepresented students’ answers, where there was less value perceived in attending university. Like Callender and Jackson’s’ (2005, 2008) research, however, the lack of qualitative data in Dunnett et al.’s (2012) work neglects to clarify why this is the case. Interestingly though, the authors found that fees were not a large influence in students’ HE choices, but rather the reputation of the institution and course tended to play a larger role in decision-making. Research from Wilkins et al. (2012) found that, contrary to the sensitivities towards debt amongst socioeconomically disadvantaged students documented elsewhere (Callender and Jackson, 2005), differences were absent between socioeconomic groups. Wilkins et al. (2012) pose two potential reasons for this: Firstly, that HE progression is becoming the norm for all students regardless of their social background, due to increasing participation rates, and secondly, that differences do not emerge, as all students have become equally debt averse. 
Both Dunnett et al. (2012) and Wilkins et al.’s (2012) data collection was carried out amongst post-16 students prior to the fee increase being implemented. It is, therefore, still unclear how the trebling of the tuition fee cap has impacted upon student choice and decision-making. The fact that the data collection period took place before the tuition fee cap was increased presents a knowledge gap, in that the participants’ intentions voiced in such research may not necessarily lead to action when engaging in the HE decision-making process. Another issue here is that the reported negligible impacts increasing tuition fees have had on perceptions of accessing HE fail to recognise that many young people are lacking alternatives (Hart, 2013). This could mean that even if students are debt averse, they may see no other feasible option outside of HE. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643095]2.3 Subject choice
Unlike research that has focused on students’ decisions on whether or not to progress to HE and applicants’ choices of HEI, there has been comparably limited attention paid to degree subject choice in this field of literature (Brooks, 2008). The small amount of literature that does explore post-compulsory subject choice tends to focus on specific disciplinary areas (Trend, 2009; Holmegaard, 2015), or the factors that contribute to the formation of subject ‘interests’ (Köller et al., 2001). Together, these literatures can provide some insight into what influences subject choice generally, which can be enlightening when considering this in terms of HE decision-making.

When discussing subject choices, scholars often cite ‘interest’ as an explanatory concept in itself (Elsworth et al., 1999), with little elaboration into how ‘interests’ are formed. For instance, in Trend’s (2009, p. 264) research on the influences on Geography, Earth and Environmental Science (GEES) subject choice throughout compulsory schooling, he cites interest and enjoyment as a ‘major factor’. Others state that students pursue particular subjects, again, out of ‘interest’ alongside career motivations (Callender, 1997; Kandiko and Mawer, 2012). 

In his research into Science Technology Engineering and Maths (STEM) students’ HE choices in Denmark, Holmegaard (2015) delves into more depth here; he not only identifies interest and career motivations as influential in subject choice, but also students’ perceptions of themselves. Holmegaard (Ibid., p. 1465) further highlights the complexity of subject choice, by observing that other aspects associated with his participants’ choice of HEI were ‘equally negotiated’ alongside this. For example, the attractiveness of a campus and the surrounding city, level of prestige and proximity to family. 

While interest features as a major influential factor in the literature cited above, Brooks’ (2005) research of friendship groups and educational choices found that the status of particular subjects was essential. The perceived status of a subject, Brooks (Ibid., p. 124) notes, was a result of participants being ‘driven by a desire to emphasise their position at the top of what they perceived to be the academic hierarchy within their friendship group, irrespective of their actual interest in the subject’. Hence, interest did not appear to dominate here. Rather, it was more important for some of Brooks’ participants to be regarded as academically superior in relation to their friends. 
3. [bookmark: _Toc477643096]The influence of known others
Research exploring HE decision-making and choice has frequently cited the influence of relationships, particularly those with family members and friends. In the third theme of the Literature Review, I consider research that has drawn conclusions about the involvement of ‘known others’ in HE decision-making and choice. I pay particular attention to the types of support exhibited by parents, and how the receipt of this has been shown to differ between socioeconomic statuses, as well as first and second generation students. Whilst noted less often in existing research, I also consider the influence of friendships in HE decision-making. Friends, like family members, can serve as a way of retrieving information and guidance, but can also provide a means of shaping one’s self perception of ability, which consequently impacts upon HE choices and decisions. Finally, I briefly discuss the ways in which teachers may influence such choices and decisions. Although the literature illustrates that teachers are not as persuasive as family members or friends, teachers’ encouragement can shape students’ educational trajectories in unequal ways. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643097]3.1 Family 
The involvement of family in educational decision-making and choice, in terms of the provision of advice, guidance, practical assistance or other forms of influence, has been frequently highlighted in the literature. One of the most common findings in the literature regarding family involvement in HE decision-making, is the advantages associated with having a family history of HE attendance (Ball et al., 2002; Reay, 1998; Reay et al., 2005). In Reay’s (1998) research, she notes that a family history of HE resulted in substantial differences in the accounts of her participants. Reay et al. (2005) elaborate that for those who had families accustomed to HE, university progression was taken-for-granted and never explicitly articulated within the family unit, creating a sense of what ‘people like us’ do. However, amongst first generation students, HE considerations were fraught with uncertainties and anxieties. Those from working-class backgrounds with parents who had limited knowledge of HE expressed that their parents could not offer constructive assistance with their choices as they lacked the experience to do so (Ibid.). Interestingly though, family involvement in the narratives of middle-class students were scarce, but parental accounts often displayed substantial involvement in their child’s HE decision-making journey (Ibid.). Students may also have extended family that have attended HE but do not feel comfortable in approaching them for advice due to limited contact (Greenbank, 2011). 

Even in circumstances where parents have experience of HE, the influence on their children may arise from the already ingrained expectations within their family of what types of institution would be deemed acceptable. Ball et al. (2002) outline that there is a clear relationship between the socioeconomic background of families and the type of institution their child hoped to attend. Those from professional and intermediate class backgrounds overwhelmingly chose traditional institutions, with only a small percentage opting for post-1992 institutions. Many reasons can be attributed to this, which can provide more intricate explanations beyond simply having a family history of HE attendance. In Archer et al.’s (2014, p. 71)  research into career aspirations amongst 12 and 13 year olds, they found that family members’ occupations could form part of a family’s identity, leading participants to aim to ‘follow in the family footsteps’. Archer et al. (2012) also noted that the participants altered their aspirations later to align with family expectations. 

Similar instances of ‘following in the family footsteps’ can also occur in terms of attending specific HEIs; Reay (1998) highlights that a large proportion of students attending Cambridge have had a family member also attend. What is interesting to note here is that despite parents influencing the types of institution their child may choose, this is not necessarily the case for subject choice. Payne (2003) notes that once the decision to remain in education is made, parents allowed their children more freedom to make their course choices. This is further supported by Bates et al.’s (2009) findings from the YCS, in which the opinions of parents on subject choices was one of the lowest ranked reasons informing students’ decisions; interest in the subject and its relationship with students’ desired careers were the most highly regarded reasons. 
 
For those parents who do not have direct experience with the educational choices and decisions their children are making, research has found that instead of offering informed guidance and information, these parents often provide emotional support, encouragement (Ball et al., 2002; Reay et al., 2009) and convey the desire for their children to ‘have better lives than they did’ (Walkerdine et al. 2001, p. 158). Whilst the knowledge that more informed parents can pass onto their children, be this implicit or explicit, can undoubtedly be very beneficial, it is not particularly essential. In Brooks’ (2004) research into parental involvement and influence in HE decision-making, not all of her participants’ parents had attended university, but still provided informed assistance to their children. Brooks describes how parents had often accumulated knowledge about institutions via graduate work colleagues. In Holt’s (2012, p. 937) research exploring girls’ aspirations in rural Australia, she explains how parental encouragement was ‘no less potent’ amongst those who had not attended HE themselves. 

The complexity of family and parental involvement in decision-making is clearly evident in the literature; it is not simply a case that family members with the necessary experience are able to offer valuable assistance to their children, and those without are unable to do so. Family support and guidance can manifest in many forms, whether this be practical and informed guidance from their own or their social network’s experiences, or emotional support and encouragement. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643098]3.2 Friends 
Whilst the role of family, particularly parental influence, in HE decision-making and choice has been frequently cited in existing research, this is not the case for the influence of friends and peers. Nevertheless, it is necessary to discuss literature that provides insights into the role of friendship, as this marks another influential component of HE choices, decisions and perceptions, even though this is less frequently examined in comparison to family. 

In Brooks’ (2003a, 2003b, 2005) research into the role of friendship in HE choices amongst sixth form students, she identified that participants compared attainment against others within their friendship groups, leading them to place themselves in an academic hierarchy in relation to each other. This had a powerful effect on how students viewed their own academic capabilities, which subsequently led them to position themselves within a hierarchy of both degree subjects and HEIs. For instance, the students would ‘match’ high attainment with prestigious HEIs and high status degree subjects. HE decisions and choices, however, were not discussed amongst friends (Brooks, 2003a), with participants viewing this as an individual decision. This may be associated with the type of post-16 institution these participants were undertaking their studies in, as Reay et al. (2001a) found that decision-making was perceived as a collective rather than an individual process only at the one FEC involved in their study. It is also important to highlight though that Brooks’ (2003a, 2003b, 2005) research was conducted with a sample of middle-class sixth form students, and the ‘concerted cultivation’ (Lareau and Conley, 2008), in which parents attempt to instil capitals in their children to ensure their success (Bathmaker et al., 2013), could potentially contribute to such competitive attitudes in order to stay ahead (Ball, 2003). 

Despite the lack of discussions regarding HE choice and decision-making amongst friends in Brooks’ (2003a) research, it is essential to understand how student choosers view friendships as sources of information in a political context where advice, information and guidance is strongly emphasised (BIS, 2011). Slack et al. (2014) investigated the way in which students view and use different information sources in their HE decision-making.  They found that although many used friends as a source of information, this was not deemed as useful in comparison to other sources, such as university websites, prospectuses and open day visits. Friends and family were, however, regarded as more trustworthy sources, as students were aware that university made materials were likely to show selective and thus biased information. It is also notable to mention though that first generation students consulted family and friends significantly less (Ibid.). It is probable that this was a result of first generation students having friends and family that were less experienced in terms of HE participation. This can lead to an absence of ‘hot knowledge’ (Ball and Vincent, 1998), placing second generation students at an advantage in accessing information via experienced social networks. Yet, Greenbank (2011, p. 33) debates this idea, arguing that ‘students (from both working-class and middle-class backgrounds) may choose not to access, or make use of, the sources of information and advice available to them through their networks’. He suggests that individuals may well ignore information and guidance from others, which could explain instances where students with extensive experienced networks may make ‘unsophisticated’ decisions (Ibid.). 

Like family, friendships may not only serve as a way of accessing information, but also as a means of receiving emotional support. Greenbank (2011) found that friends were used as a ‘sounding board’ to share their ideas, as well as a means of emotional support. This was also apparent in Reay’s (1998) work, in which she notes that female students frequently spoke with their friends about their HE choices. This provides a stark contrast to Brooks’ (2003a, p. 253) findings, where such conversations amongst friends did not occur unless this served a ‘pragmatic purpose’. Though, since Greenbank’s (2011) work focused on students already engaged in HE, who were making career rather than educational decisions, participants may have felt more at ease ‘sound boarding’ these ideas to one another; there would have likely been an absence of competition in terms of attainment, having already accomplished HE progression. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643099]3.3 Teachers 
The influence of teachers on educational decision-making is regarded as less persuasive than the role of family and friends (Kintrea et al., 2011). Yet, the literature does suggest some ways in which teachers may play different roles in affecting HE decisions. Since the participants in my inquiry are engaged in education over the course of the research period and are, thus, in frequent contact with teaching staff, teachers cannot be ruled out as potential influencers in their HE considerations. 

Teachers have been noted to provide advice with regard to their students’ educational considerations. Yet, Payne (2003, p. 45) clarifies that this is often to ‘encourage their students to stay in full-time education’, rather than to provide intricate guidance on study options. Other scholars though have commented on the ways in which teachers may indirectly influence students to access HE and specific ‘types’ of HEI. Holt (2012) describes how teachers’ labelling of students creates a ‘conferred identity’. This originates from teachers labelling students as ‘smart’ or as ‘going somewhere’, which then positions the student as emotionally prepared to enter HE. 

Teacher encouragement to enter HE is sometimes distributed unequally. Reay (1998, p. 525) found that applications to particular types of HEI were encouraged, related to ‘the prejudices and cultural bias of “some” teachers’. Reay (Ibid., p. 524) writes how FEC staff commented that they encouraged their students to ‘think local’, due to the material and financial constraints they typically faced. Conversely, at a private girls’ school, Reay (Ibid.) describes the case of one student, who commented that they were encouraged to ‘go for the best’, i.e. traditional and elite institutions. Teaching staff may then shape their expectations of what is regarded as a ‘reasonable’ HEI for particular students along the lines of their socioeconomic circumstances. In turn, this can work in limiting or expanding the diversity of HEIs considered by students, contributing to unequal landscapes of choice. 

It is apparent in Reay’s (1998) research that teachers’ views of what was reasonable for their students differed between the type of post-16 institution, as a result of their own assumptions about what they felt their students could achieve. Similarly, Moogan and Baron (2003, p. 274) suggest that ‘more academic pupils’ are introduced to HE by their teachers, meaning that others may be left with less support in their educational decision-making. The question remains though as to what foundations these assumptions are based upon. For Dunne and Gazely (2008), this arose from teachers’ perceptions of, and responses to, students’ achievement, which also demonstrated strong links with social class. Teachers would employ strategies to improve the attainment of more advantaged children, whereas amongst others, underachievement was accepted. Although Dunne and Gazely’s (Ibid.) work focused on compulsory schooling, it is noteworthy to mention to further emphasise how the bias of some teachers may lead to different types of advice and levels encouragement being distributed to students. 
There are also differing conclusions as to how influential teachers are on their students’ HE decision-making. One notable finding of Connor’s (2001, p. 213) inquiry was the profound effect that a single college tutor’s encouragement and support could have on students’ HE plans. Yet, Kintrea et al.’s (2011) work on the aspirations of socioeconomically disadvantaged school pupils found that, whilst pupils reported that teachers spoke to them about college and HE plans, they were not considered a strong influence. Though, this may partly be a result of Kintrea et al.’s (2011) participants being just 13 years old; they may have been too young to decide upon post-16 plans with certainty at this age, rendering their teacher’s advice and guidance minimally influential. It is conceivable that the advice of family and friends may be appreciated more by the majority of young people, but that there are cases where a teacher’s guidance and encouragement can take precedence. 
4. [bookmark: _Toc477643100]HE decision-making over time
In the fourth theme of the Literature Review, I discuss existing research that has explored educational decision-making over time amongst young people. Since my own research takes a longitudinal approach with the intention of understanding FE students’ HE decision-making and choices over the course of their post-16 studies, such research necessitates attention. 

There is a dearth of qualitative longitudinal studies exploring HE decision-making and choice in the English context. Much of the research informing this Literature Review has been cross-sectional in nature, often taking place around university application deadlines (see Ball et al., 2002; Reay et al., 2005). The cross-sectional approach often relies on retrospective accounts, which have their own limitations regarding accuracy in recall (Cucu-Oancea, 2013; Radcliffe, 2013) and the possibility of self-justification arising in participants’ answers (Festinger, 1957). 

Existing research that explores HE decision-making over time consists of the analysis of quantitative longitudinal data sets and, for the qualitative studies that do exist, these have been carried out in different national contexts or have focused exclusively on sixth form students. As noted earlier in the chapter, scholars have analysed quantitative data sets from the YCS and LYSPE in an attempt to gain further insights into HE decision-making and choice (Bates et al., 2009; Payne, 2003; Thompson, 2009). The YCS and LSYPE do not just focus on progression to HE and the labour market, but also attempt to capture young people’s attitudes and experiences in relation to schooling, as well as their behaviours, attainment and civic engagement (DfE, 2011). While this dataset is undoubtedly useful in attempting to draw conclusions about potential influences related to accessing HE, it lacks the qualitative element to understand how individuals respond to such influences and why particular characteristics lead to specific educational attitudes and trajectories. Another study from the US illustrates similarities with my own in terms of research purpose; Galotti (1995) sought to monitor college decisions longitudinally by identifying the importance assigned to different decision-making criteria over time by prospective students e.g. admissions requirements, available courses, reputation and campus appearance to name a few. Though, this was quantitative in nature and did not involve any exploration of the reasons motivating participants’ favoured criteria. Qualitative longitudinal research, then, is advantageous in providing a means of understanding the complexity of what is occurring beneath the surface (Tight, 2012). 

Some qualitative longitudinal studies that specifically seek to gain further clarification of HE choices and decision-making have been carried out in different national contexts. Hossler et al. (1999) conducted a longitudinal inquiry into the college decision-making of American teenagers, spanning from their first year of high school until four years after the completion of their compulsory studies. The authors explored how educational aspirations were formed, along with how social, economic and educational factors influenced college decision-making. Aside from the different cultural context with this taking place outside of England, and the now dated nature of this study having begun in 1986 and ending in 1994, Hossler et al.’s research demonstrates a solid resemblance to my own inquiry in both its approach and focus. 

There has been a limited number of studies from the UK that adopt a qualitative longitudinal approach to understanding HE decision-making and choice. As cited previously, Brooks (2003a, 2003b, 2004, 2005) carried out a longitudinal study focusing on the impact of friendship in HE decision-making and choice of sixth form college students. Similarly, Pugsley (1998) explored the HE choice process over the course of students’ sixth form ‘careers’ across a number of schools and one FEC, paying particular attention to the roles of mothers and fathers. Both of these studies are closely aligned to my own, in terms of qualitatively focusing on HE decision-making and choice over the course of participants’ post-16 studies. The notable difference here though is the sole recruitment of participants studying A-levels, along with the educational sites selected. Pugsley (1998, p. 72), similarly to other scholars (see Ball et al., 2002; David et al., 2003; Holdsworth, 2006; Reay et al., 2005), recruited from both schools and an FE site to ‘provide a breadth of sample’.  Brooks (2005, p. 12), in contrast, rejected the use of FECs for recruitment, explaining that this decision was made on the basis that ‘the average attainment level of young people in sixth form colleges is generally higher…It was likely that a greater proportion of young people would be considering going on to higher education’. However, I take a different view. Earlier in the chapter, I explored literature that solely focuses on FE students, but only in terms of uncovering perspectives of ‘non-participants’ or those ‘unlikely to progress’, which my research does not endeavour to do. Hence, my research intends to contribute to a number of knowledge gaps here by firstly focusing on FE students’ HE decision-making and choices, rather than deeming participants as ‘unlikely to progress’ on the basis of their educational institution and qualification, and secondly, recruiting participants who are studying a combination of academic and vocational qualifications that grant access to HE courses. 
[bookmark: _Toc477643101]Summary 
In this review of the literature, I have explored a broad range of features that work in explaining the reasons and influences informing HE decision-making and choices organised around three themes: accessing HE from different post-16 routes, complexities in HE choice, the influence of known others and HE decision-making over time. In discussing these themes, I have provided attention to the identification of different planned educational and career trajectories of those studying in sixth forms/schools and FECs, as well as between students undertaking academic and vocational courses. In doing this, I have highlighted knowledge gaps in terms of research approaches and sampling and have illustrated how my own research works in addressing this. Following this, I discussed research that demonstrates the complexities involved in HE ‘choice’. I outlined the inequalities regarding accessing different types of HEI, and discussed two reasons for this that are frequently cited in the literature: prior educational attainment and geographical location. I moved on to detail the justifications for cost-sharing in HE and how increasing student contributions can affect students’ perceptions of HE study, before exploring the reasons informing subject choices. I then focused on the influence of ‘known others’ in HE decision-making and choice, specifically, family, friends and teachers. Finally, I discussed studies that have focused on HE decision-making over time. I highlighted some gaps in this strand of literature, such as the absence of qualitative longitudinal research involving solely FE students undertaking both academic and vocational courses in the UK, and how my own inquiry intends to contribute to these. 



















[bookmark: _Toc477643102]Conceptual Framework 


[bookmark: _Toc477643103]Introduction
In the previous chapter, I explored research that considered a variety of reasons and influences affecting students’ HE choices and decision-making. I also discussed literature that conveys socioeconomic differences in HE decision-making, which is relevant to acknowledge considering my research focus. In line with my research questions, an in-depth exploration of agency and structure is essential in creating a foundation for understanding whether FE students’ HE decision-making and choices are individualised or mediated by structural limitations. Hence, the purpose of the present chapter is to elaborate on my own conceptual framework, by engaging with the writings of Archer (1995, 2003, 2007, 2012) and Bourdieu (1977, 1986). 
I begin by critically discussing Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of practice, whilst referring to literature that has utilised this as a conceptual lens to understand the reasons for inequalities in HE decision-making and choice. I then go on to explore a contrasting notion: Beck’s (1992) individualisation thesis.
Following this, I discuss Archer’s (1995, 2003, 2007, 2012) sociology, which forms the main component of my conceptual framework. I explain her morphogenetic approach, along with her concepts of ‘reflexivity’ and the ‘internal conversation’. Within this, I delve into ontological incompatibilities between Bourdieu and Archer’s work, which serves as a justification for why I only incorporate one fragment of Bourdieu’s thinking into my own conceptual framework (the forms of capital). I then outline each of Archer’s (2003, 2007; 2012) proposed reflexive modes, along with how these can inform the different ways in which agents make decisions and pursue action. 
Finally, I describe my own conceptual framework, which consists of Bourdieu’s (1986) forms of capital and Archer’s (2007, 2012) reflexive modalities. I explain how combining these can lead to a productive understanding of FE students’ HE decision-making and choices, whilst avoiding a one-sided view of agency or structure. 



1. [bookmark: _Toc477643104]Capital, habitus and field: Using Bourdieu to explore inequalities in HE decision-making 
Bourdieu’s (1977, 1986) notions of capital, habitus and field that form his theory of practice have been frequently applied to research on HE decision-making and choices (see Ball et al., 2002; Reay 1998; Reay et al., 2001a; Reay et al., 2009, 2010). The application of these concepts has allowed for deeper understandings of inequalities in HE decision-making and choice. 

I begin by outlining and discussing these concepts, before drawing on literature about HE decision-making and choice, which has employed Bourdieu’s (1986) forms of capital as an explanatory framework. In doing so, I present how such concepts have been applied and developed by scholars. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643105]1.1 Habitus and field 
Habitus is an internally-bound construction created by external structures and fosters ‘a rich interlacing of past and present, individual and collective, interiorized and permeating both body and psyche’ (Reay, 1998, p. 521). It is mediated through socialisation and individual histories (Bourdieu, 1993; Reay, 1998) and provides a reason for different ‘cares, strifes, tastes’ (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 78). According to Bourdieu, this becomes the foundation of our perceptions and appreciation of the experiences we encounter, influencing an individual’s engagement with the ‘social and cultural world’ (Tanner, 2003, p. 75). 

Habitus acts in relation to what Bourdieu terms ‘fields’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). Fields are described by Jenkins (2002, p. 85) as ‘a structured system of social positions – occupied either by individuals or institutions – the nature of which defines the situation for their occupants’. The field is an ‘arena’ in which those holding different kinds of capital compete (Wacquant, 1998, p. 221). Society is constructed of various fields and these have no clear boundaries (Swartz, 1997). Within fields, forces are ‘imposed on agents who are engaged in it, and a field of struggles in which agents confront each other, with differentiated means and ends, according to their position in the structure of the field’ (Bourdieu, 1998, p. 32). This should not be mistaken with ‘ruling and subordinate’ class confrontations. Instead, Wacquant (1998) clarifies that it is the relevance of capital that is perceived to be valuable in fields, as relevant capital is able to be exchanged. 

Many scholars researching educational decision-making, choice and students’ experiences have utilised a Bourdieusian framework to understand why people may experience fields in different ways (Ball et al., 2002; Bathmaker et al., 2013; Reay et al., 2005; Reay et al., 2009). Capital is part of the habitus. Bourdieu explains that those who possess capital, which has exchange value in a specific field, find their habitus as ‘a fish in water. It does not feel the weight of the water and it takes the world about itself for granted’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 127). In Ball et al.’s (2002, p. 57) research of HE decision-making,  middle-class student choosers saw progression to HE as a ‘non-decision’; it was taken-for-granted. The HE field was one where their capital was deemed to be relevant and valuable. Those who did not possess similar forms of capital considered HE participation much more carefully; choices were rare. Instead, decisions between limited options were common. Hence, when the habitus encounters a field where there is friction, ‘practices are always liable to incur negative sanctions when the environment with which they are actually confronted is too distant from that to which they are objectively fitted’ (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 78).

With such research findings in mind, habitus can appear as a deterministic concept. In Ball et al.’s (2002) work, participants are presented as being pre-determined to ‘fit’ within different HEIs according to their social backgrounds. Such determinism forms one of the prominent criticisms of habitus (King, 2004; Nash, 1999). Through such denunciations, scholars have taken issue with the way that the habitus does not appear to allow flexibility to explain social change. As King (2004, p. 50) states, habitus alludes to individuals being ‘the product of their economic position’, and that it neglects creativity in considering responses to situations. Additionally, Sayer (2010, p. 121) posits an interesting critique, which highlights the closeness of ‘habitus’ and ‘habitat’; he suggests that by assuming a ‘close fit’ between these terms, it implies that individuals can ‘simply adjust to any situation, however awful’. 

Despite such commentators deeming habitus deterministic, Bourdieu and Wacquant’s (1992) own explanation of the concept suggests otherwise. They explain the habitus as: ‘an open system of dispositions that is constantly subjected to experiences and therefore constantly affected by them in a way that either reinforces or modifies its structures’ (Ibid., p. 133). Here, Bourdieu and Wacquant not only suggest that experiences reinforce the habitus, but that the habitus can be ‘modified’ in light of these. Some scholars have interpreted this as meaning that the habitus is malleable rather than ‘fixed’ and have identified instances of fluidity in their research data (Abrahams and Ingram, 2013; Reay et al. 2009). In discussing their participants who were attending HE whilst living at home, Abrahams and Ingram (2013, para 5.1) found that many of these students were ‘able to adapt to both fields; finding themselves belonging at home and university’. Similarly, in Reay et al.’s (2009, p. 1105) study of working-class students at elite universities, they found that their participants’ habitus was able to ‘move across two very different fields’ between their HEIs and home communities. 

It is questionable as to whether Bourdieu did indeed hold a deterministic view of the habitus, or whether there may have been faults in interpretation and over simplification by scholars. Assumptions may have possibly been made to associate specific ‘types’ of habitus with particular fields. Some do interpret that ‘modification and change’ (Swartz, 1997, p. 212) of the habitus can occur, whilst others view the habitus as working to constrain rather than determine outcomes (Garner, 2010). It is understandable that such alternating views of Bourdieu’s habitus are debated in this way; Bourdieu’s explanations over time can be contradictory, shifting between a structural view of habitus to one which is more weighted towards agency, in an attempt to explain the concept as exerting a mediating process between the two (Nash, 1999). As Reay et al. (2005, p. 23) neatly explain, however, ‘the addendum in Bourdieu’s work is always an emphasis on the constraints and demands which impose themselves on people’. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643106]1.2 The forms of capital
Capital can either be economic, social or cultural. Economic capital refers to ‘financial wealth in different forms’ (Smart and Paulsen, 2012, p. 411). Bourdieu, though, argues that those belonging to the dominant class possess a stock of social and cultural capital that has exchange value in particular fields. Below, I go on to discuss social and cultural capital with reference to the literature, before critiquing Bourdieu’s emphasis placed on the inheritance of capital. 

Social capital consists of resources derived through networks; it is ‘the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or group by virtue of possessing a durable network’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 119). Such networks may be useful in obtaining resources and advantages, if they have connections with a substantial volume of capital; these can then be mobilised for individual gain (Field, 2008). Contrariwise, some networks may be less valuable in these terms. Ball and Vincent’s (1998) research into parents’ school choices provides an apt example of this. The authors illustrate how parents drew on ‘hot knowledge’ (knowledge derived through social networks) and ‘cold knowledge’ (through formal sources of information provided by the school) in their decision-making processes. The former provided parents with confidence and reassurance. Yet, access to such networks was ‘socially structured and patterned’ (Ibid., p. 392), with privileged choosers being most likely to utilise grapevine or ‘hot knowledge’. Although Ball and Vincent’s findings do not directly deal with HE choice and decision-making, similar conclusions were derived from Slack et al.’s (2014) research. Slack et al. (Ibid.) note that students, regardless of their social background, all valued ‘hot knowledge’ more so than ‘cold knowledge’ in their HE decision-making. Despite this, ‘hot knowledge’ was disproportionately available to advantaged students, with them being more likely to have networks consisting of individuals with a history of HE attendance.

The final form of capital that I discuss here is cultural capital, which can be described as an ‘accumulation of manners, credentials, knowledge and skill, acquired through education and upbringing’ (Hillier and Rooksby, 2005, p. 286). Bourdieu (1986) outlines three forms of cultural capital: the embodied, objectified and institutionalised state. The embodied state, as Bourdieu (Ibid., p. 243) explains, is capital ‘in the form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body’. This embodied state is then ‘manifest in the individual’s habitus’ (Stewart, 2016, p. 51). Objectified capital, on the other hand, refers to material and cultural goods, such as art and books (Bourdieu, 1986). Finally, the institutionalised state should be regarded separately according to Bourdieu. This consists of capital that is derived from academic qualifications, which are then able to be converted into additional qualifications, or into economic capital.

Bourdieu (1986) explains how he initially recognised cultural capital in the field of education to explain differences in achievement between social classes. He identifies issues with economic perspectives, such as Becker’s (1964) human capital theory, in that only financial investments and returns are accounted for here. Bourdieu (1986, p. 242) argues that this ignores ‘the cultural capital previously invested by the family’.  Hence, human capital is unable to account for the family’s prior accumulation of cultural and social capital that is advantageous to the individual. As I will show below, capital can be ‘embodied’ but is also acquired via the extension of networks. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643107]1.3 Issues with the ‘inheritance’ of capital
In my overview of social and cultural capital, I have noted how Bourdieu (1986) regards this to be inherited. Here, I critique this, as I feel that this focus on the inheritance of capital is questionable in the contemporary age. 

Other scholarly views of social capital suggest that it can be produced in and shared within social worlds. Here, I review Bourdieu’s (1986) capital via an exploration of Putnam’s (2000) work. Putnam (Ibid., p. 19) defines social capital as ‘connections among individuals – social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arises from them’. In his work exploring American communities, he writes of ‘bridging’ and ‘bonding’ social capital, to explain how this can be shared across, or strengthened within, groups. Bridging social capital allows ‘linkage to external assets’ and ‘information diffusion’ (Ibid., p. 22). Putnam (Ibid.) explains that these ties may be ‘weak’, for example, consisting of acquaintances, but that these are needed to ‘get ahead’. On the other hand, ‘bonding’ social capital takes place within communities, family units and amongst friends. These are stronger than bridging networks, but provide a means of ‘getting by’ rather than ‘getting ahead’ as these take place in a familiar ‘sociological niche’ (Ibid., p. 23). 

Putnam’s (2000) notion of bridging social capital demonstrates that individuals may not be locked into networks. It is possible for individuals to ‘bridge’ networks by engaging with acquaintances that hold requisite knowledge to allow them to access opportunities that are unavailable through their closer ‘bonded’ relationships. Keeping the context of my own research in mind, young people’s relationships are not just constrained to their localities; weaker ties may be formed through part-time employment and also through their educational institutions. Although my research is specifically focused on FECs that are reportedly more likely to have a higher intake of socioeconomically underrepresented students (Crawford et al., 2011; Thompson, 2009), there is a ‘significant representation in FE for all classes’, as more advantaged students populate FECs when attainment levels are low (Thompson, 2009, p. 34). Thus, there are opportunities to bridge social capital in these sites. Furthermore, Stanton-Salazar’s (2011, p. 1069) research on social capital and the empowerment of ‘low-status’ youth recognises that ‘adolescents increasingly participate in social worlds outside the orbits of family, peer group, and school’. The authors illustrate how interventions delivered via schools or external organisations can assist in providing resources to enable young people to ‘overcome the odds’ (Ibid., p. 1097) of their social circumstances.

It is also necessary for me to contemplate in our digital age the potential opportunities for bridging social capital that social networking sites provide. Ellison et al. (2007) sought to explore if the use of Facebook assisted students in bridging, bonding and maintaining social capital. They found that Facebook fostered opportunities for bridging social capital more so than bonding, as ties that have the potential to be formed, but are not done so offline, can be transformed into weak ties online. In similar research, Steinfield et al. (2008, p. 443) explain that substantial increases in Facebook ‘friends’ over time may appear ‘superficial’, but that this is ‘precisely what we would expect to see in a network built to support bridging social capital’. Interestingly, Steinfield et al. (Ibid.) conclude that Facebook networks are largely ‘a collection of weak ties’ and are, hence, sites for bridging social capital. 

Whilst being mindful of my own research questions, it is worth considering that parental engagement in HE does not guarantee the maintenance of social or cultural capital after graduation. Obtaining a HE qualification does not always translate into a graduate job (Brynin, 2012) and this may then lead to the loss of capital. For example, a parent who has graduated from HE and goes on to work in a low-status occupation may no longer have access to beneficial social networks as a result. Consequently, they are then unable to offer advantages derived from these to their child. 

Since I have already provided much attention to social capital here, I now go on to focus more intently on literature that illustrates how other forms of capital can result in inequalities in HE decision-making. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643108]1.4 The forms of capital in HE decision-making and choice 
In the previous chapter, I discussed how educational attainment can impact HE decision-making. This is clearly an important aspect in determining what options are available for potential HE candidates, and this can be heavily influenced by economic capital. Reay et al. (2001b) describe inequalities between those who partake in paid employment during their studies, with participants from lower socioeconomic backgrounds being required to work over ten hours per week, which was not the case for their more affluent counterparts. This consequently resulted in a lack of available time to commit to their studies. Students’ requirement to work alongside their HE studies due to a lack of economic capital can also impact on their academic success. Brennan et al. (2005, p. 95) report that students working the longest hours were ‘four times more likely than those working the shortest hours to have produced poor quality assignments because of their term-time work’. Moreover, these impacts were experienced unequally, with more students from the lowest social classes handing in poor quality assignments and being more likely to miss deadlines as a result of their term-time employment, in comparison to those from the highest (Ibid. p. 97). Additionally, low levels of economic capital can influence perceptions of HE. In Archer and Hutchings’ (2000) research, participants expressed how a preoccupation with money may distract them from their learning, which, for them, increased the risk of academic failure. Those with economic capital, therefore, have an advantaged position in terms of realising academic success in HE. 

Researchers have also extended the concept of capital to theorise how this can be mobilised within HE to increase the likelihood of success in the graduate employment market (Bathmaker et al., 2013; Tomlinson, 2008). Bathmaker et al. (2013) explore socioeconomic differences in how capital is mobilised in this way, for example, by participating in work experience, internships, and extra-curricular activities in addition to degree study. Working-class students, however, were constrained materially and financially as a result of employment commitments. Tomlinson (2008) conducts similar research, but solely focuses on middle-class students’ perceptions of their degree’s worth. He highlights that students felt the currency of their degree had declined as a result of an overcrowded labour market, and thus needed to demonstrate additional experiences to add value (Ibid., p. 57). 

The pressure that students feel to market themselves effectively can also emerge prior to entering HE. Shuker (2014) explores how post-16 students market themselves through their UCAS personal statements, and illustrates the adoption of a number of complex self-marketing approaches. The forms of capital are useful to consider in such processes, as differing levels of access to resources can place some young people at an advantage during this process. This is particularly evident in Archer et al.’s (2014, p. 71) research, with children from more advantaged backgrounds receiving high levels of parental involvement to ‘build capital’ for a competitive CV. 

2. [bookmark: _Toc477643109]Individualisation and risk 
Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of practice sought to articulate ‘the view that social and cultural reproduction occurs by means of constant reciprocity or dialectic between agency and structure’ and is, therefore, not deemed as driven solely by either (Grenfell and James, 1998, p. 30). However, my research questions require some attention to be directed to agency alone, as I am hoping to understand whether FE students’ HE decision-making and choices are individualised or constrained by structure. Research that has sought to explore considerations of agency have often drawn on the concepts of individualisation and risk (Beck, 1992; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002) to understand whether individuals are becoming free from ‘cultural scripts’ that traditionally determined the life course (Crossley, 2006, p. 19). 
Beck’s (1992) concept of individualisation, unlike Bourdieu’s  (1977, 1986) thinking where structures reproduce social inequalities, views that social structures in contemporary society have disintegrated. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002) regard social structures, such as social class and gender, as ‘zombie categories’, as they conceive them to be ‘sociologically alive but empirically dead’ (Dawson, 2013, p. 20). Through this disintegration of social structures, individuals are able to become ‘the agent of his or her identity’ (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002, p. 203).  
Yet, with the supposed liberation from social structures comes the expansion of decision-making and an abundance of risks. Beck (1992) explains that we now live in a risk society, as a result of modernisation; the shift from industry and manufacturing to the service sector (Furlong and Cartmel, 2007), along with technological developments, has caused dependency upon market mechanisms instead of ‘institutional forms of security’, such as the family and welfare state (Mythen and Walklate, 2006, p. 171). In Beck’s (1992) thinking, we are all vulnerable to global risks (Atkinson, 2007) and, in the face of such risks, social structures are irrelevant. In relation to HE, Brynin (2012, p. 290) argues that the risk environment leads to increasing levels of participation arising from qualification inflation. More young people, for instance, are required to have a degree, in order to achieve average pay. The risk society therefore impacts on how agents navigate their biographies achieved through reflexive decision-making (Atkinson, 2007).  
However, Beck’s (1992) approach to reflexivity is somewhat confusing and problematic. Archer (2007) suggests that Beck (1992) views reflexivity as a way of confronting the self, and of maintaining self-control in an uncertain and risk-laden society. She draws attention to how reflexive modernisation and the fragmentation of collective identities imply that agents did not have the ability to be reflexive in the past. Archer (Ibid.) highlights that this creates a conflict between the agent and society, and questions how self-control can be expected to take place at a time when society is viewed as so out of control. I am in agreement with Archer’s points here, and I go on to explore her own notion of reflexivity later in the chapter.  

3. [bookmark: _Toc477643110]Archer: Morphogenesis, reflexivity and the internal conversation
Prior to explaining and justifying my own conceptual framework, the following is dedicated to a discussion of Archer’s sociology. I begin by providing an overview of Archer’s (1995, 2010) morphogenetic framework, which provides a sociological foundation for an exploration of her concepts of reflexivity and the internal conversation (Archer, 2003, 2007, 2012). I consider attempts to reconcile Bourdieu’s habitus and Archer’s reflexivity (Elder-Vass, 2007; Sayer, 2010), along with Archer’s (2012) responses, which highlight reconciliation as problematic. I then describe the four reflexive modalities that Archer (Ibid.) proposes along with how these may impact agents’ courses of action.

[bookmark: _Toc477643111]3.1 Morphogenesis: A case for analytical dualism 
Archer’s work is rooted in critical realism. It is essential then that I begin by briefly outlining the ontological beliefs associated with this paradigm, before engaging in a discussion of Archer’s (1995, 2010) morphogenetic framework[footnoteRef:7].  [7:  A more in-depth discussion of critical realism is included in the following Methodology and Methods chapter.] 

Critical realism is most notably linked with Roy Bhaskar (1975) and seeks to explain how causal mechanisms produce social phenomena (Danermark et al., 2002). In critical realism, causal mechanisms take place in a level of reality which operates independently from human experience (Case, 2013). To clarify, critical realists view ontology as stratified into three levels: the empirical, the actual and the real (Bhaskar, 1975). The empirical is regarded as experience (Sayer, 2000), the actual as events, and the real as the ‘all-containing domain of reality’ (Nunez, 2013, p. 6). Experiences are thus related to events in the ontological layer of the actual, and such events ‘causally originated in the domain of the real’ (Case, 2013, p. 37), which is unable to be observed. Therefore, our experiences arising from events that take place can be attributed to ‘mechanisms’ that have taken place in the ontological layer of the real, and such events are ‘accessible to us empirically via experience’ (Scambler, 2012, p. 146). 
I now turn my attention to the morphogenetic framework, where I present Archer’s views of how structure, culture and temporality interact along with analytical dualism. Analytical dualism allows for the separation of structure, culture and interaction, whilst taking temporality into account which ‘allows for theorizing about the influences of men on society and vice versa’ (Archer, 2010, p. 247). For clarity, structure here refers to ‘material goods’, whilst culture refers to ‘the world of ideas and beliefs’ (Case, 2013, pp. 5-6).  This serves to lay down the foundations to sufficiently explain Archer’s concepts of reflexivity and the internal conversation, which agents use to mediate themselves (the subject) between structure (the object) (Archer, 2003).

Morphogenesis means the ‘elaboration of structural forms’ (Sibeon, 2004, p. 97). This is opposed to the maintenance of structural forms, which is termed as morphostasis. It denotes change through ‘complex interchanges that produce change in a system’s given form, structure or state’ (Archer, 2010, p. 228). Structure has to occur before action, as subsequent action will be different, due to being influenced by the structural consequences of previous actions (Ibid.). The interaction between agency and structure results in elaboration (see figure 1), which is the ‘end product’ of morphogenesis (Archer, 2010, p. 248). This cycle repeats, resulting in a flow of structure, culture and agency interacting and leading to elaboration. As Archer (1995, p. 5) explains: 
The 'morpho' element is an acknowledgement that society has no pre-set form or preferred state: the 'genetic' part is a recognition that it takes its shape from, and is formed by, agents, originating from the intended and unintended consequences of their activities.
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Figure 1: Archer’s morphogenetic cycle (1995, p. 323)

The morphogenetic approach thus ‘signifies the understanding that people always act out of structural and cultural circumstances, which their very actions then proceed to modify or sustain’ (Porpora, 2013, p. 28). 
A key aspect of morphogenesis is temporality. This allows the separation of agency, culture and structure to understand influences on social contexts (Sibeon, 2004) and, hence, accomplishes analytical dualism. This is what Archer (1995) states is the basis for morphogenesis. She is critical of theories, such as Giddens’ ‘duality of structure’, which posit that ‘[s]tructure enters simultaneously into the constitution of social practices, and “exists” in the generating moments of this constitution’ (Giddens, 1979, p. 4). Archer’s (2010, p. 231) issue with this is that agency and structure are ‘simply clamped together in a conceptual vice’. Giddens (1979, 1984) proposes that structure is made up of rules and resources that are maintained by agents. Archer (2010) finds this problematic, as in Giddens’ view, there is no concept of structure as existing outside of the interactions of agents. This does not allow for an ‘end product’ like morphogenesis does. Analytical dualism, according to Archer, engages with the contradictions that the duality of structure does not explore.

[bookmark: _Toc477643112]3.2 From morphostasis to morphogenesis: A historical account of social change 
In order to outline the current structural and cultural context in which the research participants in my inquiry are making their HE decisions and choices, it is essential that I provide a historical overview of macro level social changes using Archer’s (2012) interpretations of morphostatic development. This depicts the different structural and cultural shifts that have occurred over time, which, in turn, outline how changes in the dominant mode of reflexivity amongst agents occur in different morphogenetic cycles. I discuss Archer’s (2003, 2007, 2012) notion of reflexivity after the present section.

Archer (2012) suggests that whilst we have progressed through different types of contexts, such as ‘contextual continuity’ and ‘contextual discontinuity’, agents now exist within a time of ‘contextual incongruity’. Archer (2012, p. 17) posits that such different contexts emerge as a result of relationships between cultural and social systems:

The structural relationships between parts of the social system and the ideational relationships between components of the cultural system together constitute a generative mechanism productive of one of the three types of context. 

Contextual continuity involved the ‘absence of variety’ (Archer, 2012, p. 19), where unity between new ideas and interests could not occur. This led to a repeated cycle of social and cultural conditions (morphostasis). However, contextual discontinuity arose from the encouragement of nonconformities, alongside attempts at restoring existing conditions taking place at the same time, which served to delay change. Therefore, contextual discontinuity grew through modernity but not instantaneously at one time. Rather, this occurred ‘patchily throughout the course of modernity’ (Ibid., p. 24). 

Archer (2012) posits that contextual incongruity began to spread from around the 1980s, due to an onset of nascent morphogenesis that was characterised by unpredictability and increasing variety. This is a result of a lack of restraint to routine action typical of morphostasis, which generates increased variety (Ibid., p. 31). Increasing variety means that young people are facing a job market which contains an abundance of short term contracts in a globalised world. Increasing variety also results in a shift from the ‘situational logic of competition’, in which choices were clear-cut. In nascent morphogenesis, agents now encounter the ‘situational logic of opportunity’ (Ibid., p. 41), which is the outcome of generative mechanisms producing variety upon variety. Archer details how this is ‘looser’, in that there are no clear options for individuals to select and pursue. Those facing the situational logic of opportunity need to plan their own path with no knowledge of the results - they need to ‘experiment, to migrate, to innovate and to elaborate’ (Ibid., p. 42). This was not required during morphostasis, due to a lack of variety (Archer, 2007), but getting by in such a world now means that reflexivity is essential to create and pursue personal projects. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643113]3.3 Reflexivity, personal projects and the internal conversation 
In nascent morphogenesis, Archer (2012) suggests that reflexivity fostered through internal conversations is becoming necessary in a world where individuals are faced with a multitude of options (the ‘situational logic of opportunity’). Reflexivity, according to Archer (2003, p. 129), is the ‘process which mediates between “structure and agency”’. This takes place through internal conversations and is dependent upon having ‘sufficient personal identity’ to allow us to understand what we care about (Archer, 2007, p. 34). Internal conversations facilitate the completion of the following process for agents: ‘(a) defining and dovetailing their CONCERNS, (b) developing concrete courses of action as their PROJECTS and (c) establishing satisfying and sustainable PRACTICES’ (Archer, 2012, p. 43). For agents presented with multiple options, as is typical of nascent morphogenesis, the Discernment, Deliberation and Dedication (DDD) scheme is essential in order to establish a ‘modus vivendi’ (Ibid.). This involves agents scrutinising their initial projects, which may lead to an abandonment of these in exchange for another consideration, or alternatively, a commitment to pursue their original plan. 

Through internal conversations, Archer (2012) explains that we have to attend to our needs located in three orders of reality: the natural, practical and social order. To briefly summarise, the natural order is concerned with our physical experiences, such as being hungry or cold; Archer (2000, p. 161) explains that whilst this can also be attributed to animals, humans are distinguished from them through:

Our tendency to enhance or extend our embodied knowledge[footnoteRef:8] by the intervention and use of artifacts, i.e. the development of material culture which is simultaneously the deposition of the practical order. [8:  Embodied knowledge, as Archer (2000, p. 162) explains, is a ‘“knowing how” when doing’.] 


Our material culture explains the practical order, which is ‘only efficacious in yielding practical knowledge if we wish to do things like making flints, driving cars or working computers’ (Ibid., p. 163). Finally, the social order relates to culture and the way actions are ‘mediated through the discursive world’ (Case, 2013, p. 58). Archer (2013, p. 146) explains that this is ‘the result of prior social relations conditioned in an antecedent structural (and cultural) context’.

The concerns of agents are vested in these three orders of reality, as Archer states: ‘These are concerns about our physical well-being in the natural order, about our performative achievement in the practical order and about our self-worth in the social order’ (2003, p. 120). Addressing each of the three orders of reality is no easy feat, however (Archer, 2007). Being able to satisfy one order does not necessarily translate to another and they are thus imbalanced. Cruickshank (2003, p. 21) summarises that whilst we cannot completely neglect one order of reality to exclusively concentrate on another, we can prioritise one as our ‘ultimate concern’. It is this ultimate concern that establishes our personal identity. This is different from what Archer terms as ‘social identity’; whilst personal identity leads us to understand what our cares are, social identity allows us to express this in appropriate social roles, such as a particular career (Archer, 2007). 

The ability of agents to realise these concerns through personal projects is also dependent on ‘the objectivity of their social circumstances which, under their own (fallible) descriptions, will encourage them to follow one course of action rather than another’ (2007, p. 34). Hence, projects are not entirely motivated by individual desire, but also by social circumstances: 

We do not make our personal identities under the circumstances of our own choosing. Our placement in society rebounds upon us, affecting the persons we become, but also and more forcefully influencing the social identities which we can achieve. (Archer, 2000, p. 10)

Both agency and structure, therefore, play necessary roles in Archer’s notion of reflexivity. As Case (2013, p. 60) highlights, Archer is ‘opposed to the two polar extremes, which posit either the “self-made man” who is unaffected by society, or the person who is fully determined by society’. This exhibits a welcome contrast with the interpretation of Bourdieu’s (1977) habitus as being deterministic e.g. as weighted more towards structure, and the shunning of structural forces conveyed by Beck’s (1992) individualisation thesis.  

[bookmark: _Toc477643114]3.4 Opposing a reconciliation between habitus and reflexivity
Bourdieu’s (1977) notion of habitus demonstrates ontological inconsistencies with Archer’s (2003, 2007, 2012) reflexivity. This arises from the determinism and routine action implicated by habitus, and the incompatibility of this with contextual incongruity in nascent morphogenesis. Archer (2012, p. 65) contends that agents cannot rely on ‘habitual guidelines’ in such times, rendering reflexive deliberation as ‘decreasingly escapable in order to endorse a course of action held likely to accomplish it’. According to Archer (Ibid., p. 64), the demise of the ‘guidelines embedded in “contextual continuity”’ is a result of people being rewarded in employment for being able to ‘detect, manipulate and find applications for links between previously unrelated bits of knowledge’. Archer (2007, p. 41) regards Bourdieu, similarly to Giddens, as a ‘central conflationist’; he sees structure and agency as ‘mutually constitutive’ and does not ‘attempt to transcend these dualisms by upward or downward reduction of either referent’. Habitus then conveys that ‘agents do not confront circumstances, but are an integral part of them’ (Ibid., p. 42). This leaves no room for reflexivity, as this involves ‘mediating deliberately between the objective structural opportunities confronted by different groups and the nature of people’s subjectively defined concerns’ (Ibid., p. 61).

Despite Archer’s arguments against the notion of habitus, scholars have attempted to reconcile this with reflexivity to explain agential action. I present a brief overview of two notable attempts at reconciliation (Elder-Vass, 2007; Sayer, 2010) before considering Archer’s responses to these. My intention here is to illuminate the difficulties in reconciliation, which further justify the construction of the conceptual framework used in my research. I discuss this in the following section of this chapter.  

Firstly, I discuss Elder-Vass’s (2007) ontological reconciliation of habitus and reflexivity. Elder-Vass (Ibid., p. 337) proposes that habitus and reflexivity can be successfully reconciled via an ‘emergentist theory of action’, rooted in properties from individuals’ neural networks. He suggests that a gap can occur in such networks between conscious and non-conscious reasoning that inform decision-making and action. Some decisions are not consciously deliberated, whilst others may have been made in advance in the past, resulting in there being no requirement to remake the decision again. In Elder-Vass’s view, these different functions of our neural networks represent both the habitus and reflexivity. The neural dispositions that we have accumulated from past experiences and, hence, work via non-conscious reason, is similar to Bourdieu’s concept of habitus. Elder-Vass perceives Archer’s reflexivity as informing decisions, when these dispositions do not adequately direct an individual to action. Therefore, he proposes that there is room for both habitus and reflexivity in explaining different approaches to decision-making and action. Yet, Archer (2012) critiques this co-determination of action by questioning how much power is given to reflexivity and habitus and when. Moreover, Archer (2012) expresses that this would not work in practice; she elaborates that Elder-Vass’s theory is only applicable to the practical order of reality, neglecting the social and natural order. It is, therefore, not applicable to all three orders of reality. This is problematic as, in order to establish a modus vivendi, our relationality must ‘indisputably include social relations, making them part of us because we are ineluctably part of the social order’ (Archer, 2010, p.8). 

In addition to attempts at an ontological reconciliation, Sayer (2010) attempts to reconcile habitus and reflexivity via an empirical combination. Sayer (Ibid., p. 108) reasons that habitus and reflexivity are able to work in tandem, as we carry out many actions ‘on automatic’, but posits that we use reflexivity to learn an action before it becomes routine. Thus, habitus can be expanded to incorporate reflexivity and it is through both of these that we learn and practise action. Archer (2012), though, maintains a strong opposition against habitus in response to Sayer’s proposals. She explains that there was more room for habitus historically during morphostasis, but contends that habitus does not work in times of nascent morphogenesis with increasing variety and contextual incongruity; those who demonstrate ‘communicative reflexivity’, who wish to reproduce their natal contexts, have to ‘exercise their reflexivity to produce this outcome’ (Archer, 2012, p. 84). During morphostasis, though, such reproduction would have been achieved with little effort, due to the stability of structure and culture. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643115]3.4.1 Socialisation
Changes in the morphogenetic cycle also represent an alternative process of socialisation. This is important to discuss, as this further adds to Archer’s arguments against the reconciliation of habitus and reflexivity explored above. Archer (2012, p. 124) writes that nascent morphogenesis results in the receipt of mixed messages during socialisation, whereas traditionally, such messages emerged from ‘consensual “norm circles”’. 

Archer (2012, p. 97) suggests that relations with others are paramount in socialisation and should be regarded as ‘powerful influences upon the equally variable outcomes that now constitute the lifelong socialization process’. The individual agent is, therefore, not considered detached from the influence of others during socialisation, but assesses such influences reflexively:

The values endorsed by offspring may represent a selection from what they encounter at home, an accentuation of one strand, or a rejection of all that was on offer in favour of something encountered elsewhere. (Ibid., p. 43)

Archer does not place weight on either structure or agency here. Individuals are able to make meaningful and personal choices from the messages that they confront throughout the socialisation process, providing them with the ability to establish control over their own future. Archer’s view of socialisation clearly highlights another reason for her opposition to Bourdieu’s habitus (1977); she contends that agents have agency in the selection of which messages to accept and reject, rather than embodying such messages with limited control. 

Although Archer’s view of socialisation is incompatible with Bourdieu’s habitus, she does provide consideration to the role of cultural and social capital. Archer (2012, p. 40), though, asserts that ‘old-style’ cultural capital lacks relevance in nascent morphogenesis, as it has little value in aiding individuals to pursue the new opportunities on offer. In turn, this has led to a decline of such capital being transmitted between generations. Social capital, on the other hand, is more lasting according to Archer (Ibid.); she explains that this is being maintained not in the traditional sense of inheritance, but by the increased confidence of individuals to take advantage of the situational logic of opportunity in nascent morphogenesis.

My own views of social capital resonate somewhat with Archer’s; as argued earlier in the chapter, social capital does not necessarily need to be inherited, as individuals are able to produce and maintain this themselves through action. In considering the points made earlier regarding bridging and bonding social capital (Putnam, 2000), alongside Archer’s views here, I contend that the situational logic of opportunity can act as a channel for bridging social capital, assisting this to occur more frequently in nascent morphogenesis. 

Returning to Archer’s position on cultural capital though, it is questionable why she does not consider that this may also be accumulated via the situational logic of opportunity. I recognise that Archer (2012, p. 40) specifies it is rather old style cultural capital that is diminishing in value here. I partially agree with this, in that new opportunities and demands in nascent morphogenesis require capital that cannot be transmitted from past generations established during morphostasis. One good example of this is evident in Archer’s (Ibid.) empirical work, where she discusses how her ‘autonomous reflexive’ participants typically opted for careers in global companies, in fields such as finance. I propose that pursuing such routes could enable individuals to accumulate cultural capital that would be advantageous in a globalised market. 

Yet, I disagree somewhat with Archer’s (Ibid.) proposition that more traditional forms of cultural capital, such as high culture, can no longer be utilised in nascent morphogenesis. My argument here can be adequately supported by Savage et al.’s (2013) analysis of the Great British Class Survey (GBCS). The GBCS sought to understand the nation’s class composition, utilising Bourdieu’s (1986) forms of capital[footnoteRef:9]. The analysis revealed an ‘elite’ group, which held the highest rates of social, cultural and economic capital, supporting that such old style capital does hold weight outside of morphostasis. Old style cultural capital can still offer some form of advantage, particularly in traditional arenas that are argued to be the preserve of the privileged i.e. journalism and politics (Jones, 2011). Moreover, Savage et al. (2013) found evidence of new class groups, which they titled ‘emergent service workers’ and ‘new affluent workers’. These groups had high levels of ‘emerging’ cultural capital, which ‘might compete with more established and legitimate forms’ (Savage et al., 2013, p. 25). Such ‘emerging’ cultural capital could be considered as supportive of Archer’s arguments, in that these are becoming increasingly dominant in contemporary society and may eventually overtake the less valued ‘old-style’ capital in some arenas, but, as I suggest, not all.  [9:  See http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-22000973 ] 




[bookmark: _Toc477643116]4. Modes of reflexivity
Adopting Archer’s notion of reflexivity ‘allows us to account for the different patterns in which people make choices’ (Case, 2013, p. 87). Since my research is concerned with HE decision-making and choices, whilst also aiming to uncover if these are individualised or constrained by structural limitations, analysing participants’ reflexivity provides an ideal means of locating answers to my research questions. In terms of structural limitations, Archer (2003, 2007, 2012) proposes that agents encounter various enablements and constraints. Enablements and constraints are objective, produced by ‘the workings of structure and culture’ (Case, 2013, p. 6) and are distributed through life chances and privileges (Archer, 2003; Archer, 2007). Although this may initially appear deterministic, Archer (1995, p. 278) elaborates that the distribution of privileges can ‘strongly condition what type of Social Actor the vast majority can and do become’ rather than determining this. It is the responsibility of the agent to interact with and activate enablements and constraints through the personal projects that they define for themselves, otherwise they ‘remain unexercised’ (Archer, 2003, p. 7). Kemp (2012, p. 500), for instance, warns that it is possible that not everyone will be motivated to ‘improve their lot’; this is dependent upon the agent’s goals. Even when agents ‘share objective social positions’, they may ‘seek very different ends from within them’ (Archer, 2007 p. 222).

Through her empirical work, Archer (2003, 2007, 2012) notes that four modes of reflexivity emerge: communicative, autonomous, meta and fractured. Each mode of reflexivity harbours its own response to structure, action and social mobility (Archer, 2007), which I go on to outline here. 

Communicative reflexives are those which remain embedded in their original social contexts as a result of not challenging constraints and failing to take advantage of enablements. Archer (2007) then draws a link between communicative reflexives and social immobility; if objective constraints are not challenged and enablements are not utilised, an individual is likely to maintain the status quo. When facing contextual incongruity though, communicative reflexives find it difficult to reproduce their natal circumstances; they cannot simply rely on habitual action, as previous generations had done during morphostasis. Instead, reproduction involves persistent work, as it ‘now entails innovative action’ (Archer, 2012, p. 125, italics in text). In line with a desire to replicate their natal contexts, it is unsurprising that Archer (Ibid., p. 132) comments that communicative reflexives show ‘no enthusiasm for new opportunities or extended horizons’; they reject the situational logic of opportunity. 
Communicative reflexives also need to engage in conversations with others to make their decisions, as opposed to this being an independent and internal activity. Such ‘others’ tend to be family members and friends. This is evident in Archer’s (2012) empirical work, where participants attempted to maintain strong bonds with family and friends from home whilst at university. This is due to the requirement of ‘similar and familiar’ interlocutors to converse with, in order to facilitate the communicative reflexives’ decision-making (Ibid., p. 127). In Archer’s (Ibid, p. 164) view though, communicative reflexives are declining in nascent morphogenesis, due to replication being more and more difficult to achieve. 
For autonomous reflexives, the opposite is true; this mode of reflexivity is compatible and rewarding for individuals during contextual incongruity. They adapt competitively to the situational logic of opportunity by being strategic when faced with constraints and enablements, and aim for upward social mobility (Archer, 2007). Autonomous reflexives also typically demonstrate instrumental rationality when pursuing their concerns (Archer, 2012). 

Unlike communicative reflexivity, the autonomous mode does not require consultation with others to aid decision-making (Archer, 2003). With regard to their family background, autonomous reflexives were likely to be from homes in which they received mixed messages. This means that autonomous reflexives have encountered contextual incongruity at an early stage within their homes (Archer, 2012). 

It is necessary for me to briefly outline Archer’s (2012) concepts of ‘relational goods’ and ‘relational evils’, which take place during socialisation here to provide further clarity to autonomous reflexives’ background circumstances. Archer (Ibid.) explains that relational goods consist of trust and reliance, whereas relational evils refer to the opposite, such as efforts to demean or degrade. Autonomous reflexives do not encounter relational evils, but rather an absence of relational goods during their socialisation. These individuals had often taken on some form of domestic responsibility in the home, which would be typical for adults to undertake. They are strangers to contextual continuity, and have been required to choose which ‘messages’ to adopt and which ones to reject throughout their upbringing. This leads to enforced independence and for family ties to be broken with ease. 

Archer (2012, p. 166) notes that, in terms of career choice, autonomous reflexives demonstrate globalised and multi-national tendencies in order to achieve an ‘expensive lifestyle’ in the future. Such careers were often in accountancy and banking, with her university student research participants applying for graduate schemes and internships within these areas. This was a temporary plan, however, as such career aspirations were sought so that autonomous reflexives could establish themselves materially and financially early on in their lives, before planning to pursue other options later. 

Meta-reflexives are those who reflect upon their own reflections; Archer (2003) explains this through an example of questioning ourselves in light of information we are doubtful of. This then spurs a process of ‘bending back’ on our own internal conversation, where we question our initial thoughts and provide answers to them (Ibid., p. 255). They are similar to autonomous reflexives, in that their internal conversations are undertaken independently and are not discussed with others. Their outlook is markedly different, however; they are critical of markets. They do not pursue projects for material gains, nor do they seek to reproduce their natal contexts. Instead, they list values in their primary concerns (Archer, 2007). Such values, as evident through Archer’s (2007, 2012) empirical work, can consist of environmental concerns, animal rights or religion; they are committed to social causes (Archer, 2012). Thus, intrinsic goods, such as well-being, are sought, instead of monetary rewards. It is these causes that create the meta-reflexives’ point of reference (Archer, 2007). Those demonstrating meta-reflexivity are willing to ‘pay the price’ of constraints and not be in receipt of the benefits from enablements in order to ‘live out their ideal’ (Archer, 2007, p. 98). This often leads to unpredictable patterns of mobility, resulting in social reorientation rather than reproduction (Archer, 2012).

Meta-reflexives disengage from their natal contexts in order to actively avoid social reproduction. Yet, this is ‘critical detachment’, as opposed to the ‘enforced independence’ experienced by autonomous reflexives; they strive for ‘otherness’, independence and a better life than their parents. The ‘critical detachment’ from their families consequently leads meta-reflexives to welcome new experiences, meaning that they embrace the situational logic of opportunity (Archer, 2012). In contrast with autonomous reflexives, meta-reflexives engage with new experiences for experimental purposes only, rather than for potential future benefits. Their degree choice is also similarly approached, with them ensuring that their subject choice represents their interests and is, hence, regarded as an end in itself, rather than for securing advantages in the future (Ibid.). 

Finally, fractured reflexivity is demonstrated by those who are unable to have internal conversations that lead to purposeful action (Archer, 2012). Porpora and Shumar (2010, p. 209) summarise that fractured reflexives ‘have difficulty self-reflecting at all, either through self-talk or with others’. Decision-making is difficult for fractured reflexives; since purposeful action cannot be created, they only manage to, as Archer suggests, ‘ad hoc their way’ (2012, p. 281, italics in text). Hence, those exhibiting a fractured reflexive mode are likely to live in the moment, relying on ‘gut feelings’ and only responding to their present circumstances (Ibid., p. 252). 

In her earlier work, Archer (2003) developed the ‘fractured’ mode upon discovering that some of her research participants did not ‘fit’ with the autonomous, communicative or meta-reflexive mode. Some subjects were ‘impeded persons’ who had not developed a mode of reflexivity yet, meaning that they were unable to ‘converse internally about the relations between self and society’ (Ibid., p. 298). Others were ‘displaced’, in that their reflexive mode ‘no longer enabled them to deal subjectively with the objective environment they confronted’ (Ibid.). Later, Archer (2012) begins to describe ‘impeded persons’ as ‘expressive reflexives’; I return to this point in the Methodology and Methods chapter of the thesis, in which I discuss the ‘Internal Conversation Indicator’ (ICONI) – a tool for identifying dominant modes of reflexivity (Archer, 2007, 2012). Displaced, impeded and expressive reflexives all belong to the fractured mode of reflexivity. 

In examining her participants’ reflections of their backgrounds, Archer (2012, p. 257) writes that fractured reflexives have experienced ‘relational evils’, which lead them to be ‘rejecters’ of their natal contexts. It is important to note though that this severing of family ties can lead to changes to their reflexive mode. For instance, Archer’s (Ibid.) empirical work involves university students, many of which had physically left the family home. This provided the space for them to re-orientate themselves and establish a mode of reflexivity where purposeful action could be deliberated and enacted.  

Expectedly, fractured reflexives face difficulties when selecting a future career. They are uncertain and passive to the situational logic of opportunity and their ‘subjectivity makes no difference to the play of objective circumstances upon them’ (Archer, 2003, p. 299). Due to them finding purposeful decision-making difficult and being unable to deliberate potential courses of action, they cannot enter a process of narrowing down their options. This, according to Archer (2012), is required to cope with choices.

5. [bookmark: _Toc477643117]Developing a conceptual framework 
Archer’s (2007, 2010, 2012) arguments against the reconciliation of habitus and reflexivity are, in my view, strong enough to reject habitus in my own conceptual framework. My aims for this research are not to present a one-sided view of structure or agency, but to understand FE students’ HE decisions and choices, along with to what extent these are individualised. Therefore, utilising reflexive modalities is apt for the purpose of my own inquiry, as this provides weight to both agency and structure. Here, I explain, with reference to Archer’s prior research on reflexivity (2003, 2007, 2012), how reflexive modes are adapted as part of my own conceptual framework to understand participants’ decisions and choices, as well as what role agency and structure play within these. Following this, I incorporate Bourdieu’s (1977) forms of capital into my conceptual framework, and explain how this can bolster understandings of participants’ objective social positions. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643118]5.1 Archer: An adaptation of the identification of reflexive modalities 
Archer’s reflexive modalities cannot be applied seamlessly to the context of my own research. Whilst I utilise the same reflexive modalities (communicative, autonomous, meta and fractured), the way I qualitatively identify them in participants’ accounts is slightly different to Archer’s approach. I now go on to discuss my approach to qualitatively identifying reflexive modalities, with particular reference to Archer’s (2012) qualitative analysis of university students’ reflexivity and career decision-making.  

In analysing participants’ contributions to the research, I paid particular attention to the reasons and motivations informing HE progression, their future career goals, indications of social mobility implied by such career goals, visions of their future lifestyles,  relationship to their natal contexts, responses to enablements and constraints, as well as responses to the situational logic of opportunity. This is largely, but not exclusively, based on Archer’s (2012, p. 293) ‘summary of findings’. Within these, she notes differences in the following categories between autonomous, communicative, meta and fractured reflexives: relations with natal background, relations with home friends, relations with new friends, career sought for, career sought in and response to the situational logic of opportunity (see appendix 2). 

In basing my own means of identifying reflexive modalities largely on Archer’s (2012) summary of findings, some issues arise from the differences between our samples, which mean that this cannot be applied in exactly the same way. The first is a result of the participants in my study still residing at home and thus being embedded within their natal contexts at the time of data collection[footnoteRef:10]. This means that it is firstly not possible to understand ‘relations with new friends’, as these do not exist. Likewise, ‘relations with home friends’ are also problematic to decipher amongst participants who have never left home; ‘home friends’ are just ‘friends’ in this case. In Archer’s (Ibid.) research, analysing university students’ relations with home friends was insightful, in that this represented relationships to those who remained in a context that they were no longer part of. Yet, as will be observed in the findings chapters of the thesis, participants occasionally provisionally reflected on their expectations of future relationships with their home friends.  [10:  In the participant background questionnaire (appendix 1), all participants indicated that they were living with their parents. ] 


In a similar vein, ‘relations with natal background’ exist in a different context to those of the participants in Archer’s (2012) research, as this concerns the relationship with the natal background after leaving home. Those participating in my own research have not had the opportunity to leave their natal backgrounds behind, which means that attitudes towards these may not have yet been fully developed or established – they have not yet experienced life away from their homes and families. Archer (Ibid.) found that amongst some of her research participants, the space provided by leaving home resulted in them changing their views towards, and subsequently their relations with, their natal backgrounds. I do take participants’ relationship to their natal context into account when deciphering their reflexive modes but in a slightly different way. Some participants already had strong views about their natal contexts, which emerged, similarly to their considerations of future relations with ‘home friends’, when envisioning their lives once they had left home. Furthermore, interview schedules contained questions pertaining to their personal relationships in the context of HE decision-making, such as the influence of social networks, others who may potentially assist them with their decisions, family perceptions of HE, and family involvement in prior educational endeavours (see appendix 3, 4, 5 and 6). This resulted in participants discussing their feelings towards their natal contexts frequently, providing the opportunity for their relationship with these to be considered in the analysis. 

Finally, Archer (2012) identified a relationship between the types of careers considered by her university student participants and their mode of reflexivity. Although my research is concerned with HE decision-making and choices, these are often intertwined with career plans and are, therefore, noteworthy to consider. As can be seen in appendix 2, Archer concludes that communicative reflexives gravitate towards careers that have been pursued by members of their families, whilst autonomous reflexives seek work in financial and public services and meta-reflexives hope to enter a career in the third sector. Fractured reflexives, on the other hand, remain uncertain. These relationships between careers and reflexive modes are quite specific amongst Archer’s participants and do not fit flawlessly with the career plans exhibited by the FE students involved in my own research. It is very possible that the more distinctive relationships between reflexivity and types of career in Archer’s findings are a result of her sample being university students, studying the same subject at the same institution. It is plausible then that her participants planned to pursue similar employment routes to their peers with the same reflexive modes, as they were studying in the same environment. 

When considering careers and reflexivity amongst those participating in my research, flexibility is required for two reasons: 1) some participants were uncertain about the particulars of their future careers, preferring to defer such decisions until they were actively studying their degrees and 2) career plans were very varied across the sample due to participants studying different post-16 subjects. I propose that one reason for participants demonstrating uncertainty, in relation to their future careers, is associated with their present stage in their educational trajectory; entering the job market as a graduate is likely not regarded as a transition requiring immediate consideration. Rather, gaining a place and progressing to HE is likely to be dominating participants’ thoughts at this stage. For Archer’s (2012) participants, on the other hand, career decisions undoubtedly become more imminent as their degree drew to a close. It would, therefore, be unfair to deem participants in my own research as passive fractured reflexives for expressing uncertainty regarding their career intentions during their FE studies. The broadness of career intentions amongst my sample also meant that meta-reflexives did not consider plans to enter the third sector, nor did autonomous reflexives necessarily hope to work in financial and public services, for instance. Career intentions, where participants were able to articulate them, involved the public sector, financial services, creative industries and academia; not all of these sectors were mentioned by Archer’s (Ibid.) participants. As will become apparent when discussing my research findings, participants with different reflexive modes, who hoped to establish careers in the same sector, provided different motivations for this. For this reason, coupled with the uncertainty illustrated by some of the participants in my own research, I place emphasis on ‘careers sought for’, rather than ‘careers sought in’ (see appendix 2) when analysing participants’ reflexive modes.

[bookmark: _Toc477643119]5.2 Bourdieu: The rejection of habitus and maintenance of capital
Whilst habitus, field and capital are all involved in Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1977), I extract capital and utilise this as a conceptual tool alongside Archer’s reflexive modalities. As I have already explained the incompatibilities between habitus and Archer’s reflexivity, I do not repeat these here. Yet, I do provide some additional reasons for employing the forms of capital (Bourdieu, 1986), despite my rejection of habitus. 

My reasoning for maintaining the forms of capital as part of my conceptual framework is twofold. Firstly, it can allow the identification of access to resources that participants may have, such as social, economic or cultural advantages (Bourdieu, 1986). This assists in decoding circumstances that are not of ‘their own choosing’ (Archer, 2000, p. 10), and provides understandings as to how the forms of capital may contribute to enablements and constraints. Acknowledging this in my conceptual framework can also offer insights into how capital may be created and used by participants when taking steps towards fulfilling their personal projects. Secondly, cultural capital alone can provide useful insights into feelings of ‘fit’ within particular fields. Such feelings have been highlighted in the literature as an influential component of HE decision-making (Ball et al., 2002; Reay et al., 2005), but often in relation to habitus. As explained earlier in the chapter, capital is contained within the habitus, which, in turn, provides individuals with various levels of exchange value in different fields. I argue then that it is capital that plays a necessary function in explaining how habitus interacts with the field and can reasonably be extracted and utilised alone in understanding feelings of ‘fit’. In doing so, this does not present any incompatibilities with Archer’s theorising; by rejecting habitus and retaining the forms of capital, this leaves room for Archer’s notion of reflexivity. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643120]Summary
The purpose of this chapter has been to outline my own conceptual framework, whilst providing a conceptually-focused literature review. Due to the popularity of Bourdieu (1977, 1986) being employed as a conceptual lens in existing choice and decision-making research, I began by critically discussing his theory of practice. In doing so, I referred to studies that have applied Bourdieu’s concepts to further understand inequalities in educational choice and decision-making. I then explained Beck’s (1992) individualisation thesis before detailing a critique offered by Archer (2007). I moved on to discuss Archer’s (2000, 2003, 2007, 2012) sociology, where I outlined her morphogenetic approach. Following this, I explained why Bourdieu’s notion of habitus is ontologically incompatible with Archer’s concept of reflexivity, by explaining prior attempts at reconciliation along with her responses. As part of this discussion, I explored Archer’s (2012) views of socialisation to further outline incompatibilities between habitus and reflexivity. I also used this as an opportunity to critically discuss Archer’s (2012) perceptions of capital, and make a case for the sustained relevance of ‘old-style’ cultural capital in nascent morphogenesis in some arenas. I then detailed Archer’s (2003, 2007, 2012) notion of reflexivity, providing an overview of each reflexive mode. In the final part of the chapter, I outlined and justified my own conceptual framework, which is composed of an adaptation of Archer’s reflexive modalities and Bourdieu’s forms of capital. I explained that, in adopting both of these frameworks, I am able to understand FE students’ HE decision-making and choices, as well the role of agency and structure within these. 







[bookmark: _Toc477643121]Methodology and Methods

[bookmark: _Toc477643122]Introduction
This chapter discusses the methodological approach underpinning the research, followed by an explanation and justification of the methods employed. My research takes a qualitative longitudinal approach, utilising narrative inquiry and a critical realist paradigm. I explain how these three areas collectively constitute my methodological approach and how they are complementary in allowing me to address my research questions.
I begin with an overview of biographical methods. I then continue by discussing narrative inquiry, which I approach and use from a critical realist perspective. I consider the difficulties in appraising narrative inquiry in terms of ‘trustworthiness’, due to the complexities in establishing ‘truth’ in human experience. Following this, I consider the suitability of the qualitative longitudinal approach when used alongside narrative inquiry and the critical realist paradigm in assisting me to answer the research questions. I then explore the strengths and limitations of the qualitative longitudinal approach. 
Following on from discussions of my methodology, I turn my attention to the methods used in my research. I begin by presenting the sampling methods used to locate FEC sites and participants before exploring difficulties relating to access and attrition. I then discuss the methods used in the research in turn, which consist of qualitative written and audio diaries, focus groups, individual semi-structured interviews and questionnaires. I include an account of ethical considerations, where I reflect upon the impacts of time demands, my own characteristics as a researcher, and how I participated in the research. Finally, I explain how I approached the analysis of the research data and outline how these approaches appropriately address the research questions. I draw various threads from my conceptual framework and methodology together with my approaches to analysis to explain how these are employed in practice. 




1. [bookmark: _Toc477643123]Biographical Methods 
My research adopts a narrative inquiry approach to understand the reasons and influences informing FE students’ HE decision-making and choices. Biographical methods serves as an umbrella term for narrative work (Wells, 2011), as the latter encompasses research that uses ‘other people’s lives as a basis for social research’ (Merrill and West, 2009, p. 191). Narrative inquiry can then be regarded as being situated under the umbrella of biographical methods. The attention paid to individual stories informed my reasoning for the use of the narrative inquiry approach. I now discuss this in more depth via an overview of the development of biographical research methods to provide a deeper understanding of its uses in social research.   
Scholars writing about biographical methods frequently cite the Chicago School of Sociology as a landmark in the development of narrative and life history approaches (Goodson and Gill, 2011). The Chicago School of Sociology encouraged sociologists to partake in ‘intensive fieldwork among immigrants, young criminals, the poor, etc., and in their own environments’ (Merrill and West, 2009, p. 24). The Chicago school, therefore, offers a valuable contribution to the history of biographical methods; it assisted in marking a movement away from positivist approaches to social research. 

A decline in the popularity of biographical methods occurred following World War II, due to the dominance of quantitative modes of inquiry (Miller, 2000). Various reasons behind this decline have been cited. Becker (1966) posits that this was a consequence of the popularity of more abstract theories, and Fieldhouse (1996, p. 119) notes that perceptions of individual stories were regarded as ‘meaningless’. A more specific reason for this decline, however, originates from a public dispute occurring in 1935 between Columbia University and The Chicago School. Movements towards more ‘scientific’ practices in sociological research, such as the employment of quantitative methods, led to this, and professors at Columbia University successfully advocated such approaches. Quantitative survey research dominated the social sciences around this period, corresponding with the increased popularity of opinion polls around the mid-1930s in order to uncover public concerns during the Great Depression (Donsbach and Traugott, 2008; McComb, 2013). 
A resurgence in the popularity of biographical methods later arose as a result of social and cultural developments; there was a recognition that concentrating on the local was productive in ‘investigating and responding to the individual problems of humans’ (Polkinghorne, 1988 cited by Pinnegar and Daynes, 2007, p. 12). This resurgence occurred during the 1960s following substantial cultural changes in the US and Europe (Miller, 2000), and also in the 1970s, when biographical methods were used by feminist researchers (Goodson and Gill, 2011; Plummer, 1990). 
The popularity of biographical methods increased again during the 1990s (Bryman, 2012). Chamberlayne et al. (2002, p. 1) further explain that, during this time, the popularity of biographical methods grew from a ‘concern to link macro and micro levels of analysis’. This resurrection of interest in biographical methods has been referred to as the ‘biographical turn’, which is ‘characterized as a movement away from a position of objectivity defined from the positivistic, realist perspective toward a research perspective focused on interpretation and the understanding of meaning’ (Pinnegar and Daynes, 2007, p. 9).
2. [bookmark: _Toc477643124]Narrative Inquiry 
Whilst narrative inquiry emerges from biographical methods, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) explain that it can be regarded as a method, i.e. the object of study, and also a methodology. Narrative inquiry, for example, can be carried out using methods that gather data of an individual’s experience, such as journals, interviews, stories, observations and documents (Clandinin and Connelly, 1990). Yet, the process involved in understanding narrative data pushes this into the realm of a methodology. 
The characteristics of narrative inquiry cover a broad area. Riessman (2008, p. 23) explains that narratives ‘come in many forms and sizes, ranging from brief, tightly bound stories told in answer to a single question, to long narratives that build over the course of several interviews’. It involves the interpretation of stories (Riessman, 1993, p. 2). Such stories are common place in everyday lives; Goodson (2013, p. 61) even explains that individuals are stocked with ‘an armoury of narrative resources’, which he titles ‘narrative capital’. This highlights the accessibility and ease with which individuals tell stories. Narratives though are not ‘aimless’; they need to have a purpose (Riessman, 2008, p. 8). In my own inquiry, this purpose is defined by the research questions, which are to explore the reasons and influences informing FE students’ HE decision-making and choices, and to understand if such decisions and choices are individualised. 
Narrative inquiry is also a collaborative process, where both the researcher and participant are involved in an ‘inter-subjective exchange’ (Goodson and Gill, 2011, p. 24); both parties contribute to the construction of narrative data. In my own research, for instance, the questions that I ask participants divert them to consider reasons informing their decision-making and choices. Hence, narrative is not only derived from the participants and their influence, but also that of the researcher, which cannot be ignored.  
It is important to be mindful that narratives ‘do not mirror, they refract the past’ (Riessman, 2008, p. 6). Clearly, not all events will be depicted exactly how they occurred. Those reciting stories can choose to emphasise specific events and experiences for the listener, and elements of a story may be consciously omitted if they do not deem them to be relevant. In doing this, participants may undertake a process in which they ‘revise and edit the remembered past to square with our identities in the present’ (Riessman, 2008, p. 8); there is a possibility that research participants may alter, omit, or emphasise particular experiences over others to comply with their current planned educational trajectories. I argue though that this is not a hindrance to the research but rather an interesting occurrence; this can be captured by the longitudinal approach and can provide insights into how young people deal with, and present, changes to their planned educational trajectories. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643125]2.1 The contradictions and ‘cross-overs’ of narrative inquiry 
Whilst Clandinin and Connelly (2000) contend that the analysis of phenomena presented through narrative constitute a methodology, philosophical contradictions and ‘cross-overs’ in locating a paradigm for this have been highlighted (Squire et al., 2008; Trahar, 2013). 
Locating narrative inquiry within a paradigm is complex. Clandinin and Rosiek (2007, p. 58) state that although a consistent point in narrative inquiry is the study of experience, that:
The actual business of interpreting human experience is messier. As researchers we find ourselves drifting, often profitably, from one paradigm of inquiry into another. We do not cross borders as much as we traverse borderlands. 
Such ‘borders’ can consist of alternative and conflicting theoretical conceptions, which influence the interpretations of experiences held in narratives (Ibid.). The various standpoints from which narrative inquiry can be addressed date back to the re-emergence of narrative during the post war period, which fostered both a growth in humanist approaches along with ‘postmodern, psychoanalytic and deconstructionist approaches’ (Squire et al., 2008, p. 2). 
Despite such contradictions, researchers can ‘traverse borderlands’ (Clandinin and Rosiek, 2007, p. 58), instead of restricting themselves within distinct philosophical boundaries. Since my own research focuses on the experiences of FE students’ HE decision-making and choices, as well as exploring whether these are individualised or constrained by structure, I take both the individual agents’ experience and wider social influences into account. This is adequately summarised by Squire et al. (2008, p. 3) in the following:
Current synthesis of the two often involve, for instance, maintenance of a humanist conception of a singular unified subject, at the same time as the promotion of the idea of narrative as always multiple, socially constructed and constructing. 
I seek to achieve a synthesis between the single unified subject and the wider social context,  by using critical realism to further understand the role of agency and structure in narratives.

[bookmark: _Toc477643126]2.2 Critical realism and narrative inquiry 
In the Conceptual Framework chapter, I briefly noted the key characteristics of critical realism before discussing Archer’s (2003, 2007, 2010, 2012) sociology. Here, I elaborate further upon the features of critical realism before outlining how this is compatible with narrative inquiry. In doing so, I illustrate how the critical realist paradigm, along with narrative inquiry, allows me to explore FE students’ HE decision-making and choices, whilst considering the role of agency and structure via their experiences. 
In the previous chapter, I explained how critical realism follows a stratified ontology consisting of three levels: the empirical, the actual and the real (Bhaskar, 1975). However, it is not possible to systematically trace causal relations and view how they occurred in the ontological level of the real. This is due to emergence, which critical realists describe as:
Situations in which the conjunction of two or more features or aspects gives rise to new phenomena, which have properties which are irreducible to those of their constituents, even though the latter are necessary for their existence. (Sayer, 2000, p. 12)
Therefore, the components of phenomena cannot be observed where they originated; in the ontological layer of the real. This can be used to explain the epistemology of critical realism, which is relativist, in that it does not support that objective knowledge can be sought. Rather, it ‘accepts the existence of multiple legitimate accounts and interpretations’ (Denzin and Giardina, 2008, p. 166). Since in critical realist thought it is not possible to pick apart phenomena at the level of the real, it is necessary for me to outline how this paradigm will assist in understanding the role of agency and structure through examining the participants’ narratives. I argue that applying critical realism to narrative inquiry provides opportunities for understanding the role of agency and structure, through the individual’s interaction with the ontological layer of the empirical. I use narrative inquiry as a means of understanding the immediate experiences of individuals. These narrative accounts provide, in critical realist terms, a way of gaining access to the empirical and actual level of ontology. Utilising a critical realist paradigm with narrative provides insights into ‘lived experience while recognising that these accounts and the experiences themselves are inevitably shaped both by intrapersonal and contextual factors’ (Williamson et al., 2015, p. 31). Therefore, I use narrative as a window to view the observable layers of reality, in order to understand how structural conditions may lead individuals to decide on some courses of action over others (Archer, 2007; Case, 2013). 

[bookmark: _Toc477643127]2.3 Truthfulness, trustworthiness and narrative 
In adopting narrative inquiry as part of my research methodology, it is essential that I provide some attention to the notion of ‘trust’ and ‘truthfulness’ in narrative accounts, along with how this may be appraised. 
Conventional research in the social sciences is concerned with statistical analysis and drawing conclusions based on positivistic criteria, such as ensuring that research is generalisable, reliable and objective (Clandinin, 2007; Polkinghorne, 2007). Yet, this is not translatable into qualitative research due to conflicting epistemological and ontological beliefs. When considering the narrative inquiry approach, this is incredibly problematic; Webster and Metova (2007, p. 3) importantly highlight that ‘[n]arrative is not an objective reconstruction of life - it is a rendition of how life is perceived’. The conventional criterion that operates from the epistemological view associated with positivism, that knowledge is directly observable and an ontological view of there being one truth (Scott and Usher, 1996), clearly conflicts with this. When focusing on individual narratives, these ideas are particularly potent; individuals can perceive, reflect and present similar experiences in very different ways (Phillips, 1994). Lüders (2004, p. 359) explains that, within qualitative research, there ‘is as yet no binding consensus about what minimal standards must be adhered to in research practice’. 
A predominant issue in establishing a persuasive argument in narrative inquiry is how ‘true’ participant accounts are perceived to be (see Phillips, 1994; Polkinghorne, 2007). Deters (2011, p. 62), though, defends that ‘the value of narratives is not so much whether it is reporting true events, but how narratives highlight issues of importance for the narrator’. I agree with the support for narratives offering relevant ‘issues of importance’ for participants, but find Deters’ comment contradictory; even if participants in a narrative inquiry explain such issues that are important for them, it is still problematic if these are deliberately untrue. A few possible reasons why this may occur can be related to social desirability and a lack of familiarity with the researcher (Polkinghorne, 2007; Sikes, 2000). 

In discussions of ‘truth’ in narratives, verisimilitude is mentioned in critical writings of narrative inquiry (Phillips, 1994; Polkinghorne, 1988), in that narratives may only appear to be true. Phillips (1994) engages with a range of literature on narrative inquiry to understand whether criteria, such as adequacy, plausibility and a ‘lively’ engaging plot (Bruner, 1990; Clandinin and Connelly, 1990), provide an adequate means of appraising such research. I only intend to summarise Phillips’ (Ibid.) main concerns here to act as an introduction to the complexity of constructing a criteria in which to judge narrative. The primary apprehension outlined by Phillips originates from the difficulties in how to recognise a narrative as being ‘true’. Plausibility, for example, is particularly contestable in Phillips’ (Ibid., p. 17) view, as this does not translate into a narrative being undoubtedly true, arguing that ‘alchemists had a story that many regarded as plausible, and present-day racists convince many about the reasonableness of their narratives’. Furthermore, Phillips (Ibid., p. 17) highlights that ‘rival’ narratives can occur, which may position another as untruthful but recognises that ‘there can be several narratives about the same matter that are all true’. In my own inquiry, the ‘matter’ is how FE students make their HE decisions and choices. Granted, these will be dissimilar for each participant; no two will be identical. However, deMarrais and Lapan (2003, p. 108) explain that in narrative inquiry ‘[t]he researcher understands that each story has a point of view that will differ, depending on who is telling the story, who is being told, as well as when and where the story is told’. I contend that if these aspects, such as who is being told, along with the implications of this, and when and where the story is told (not only literally, but in terms of the social and historical context that inform these) are explicitly acknowledged, differing accounts do not present issues of truthfulness or trustworthiness. Rather, this provides fruitful data in which to understand individual perceptions and experiences in relation to the research questions. 

What also needs to be acknowledged when considering the truthfulness and trustworthiness of narrative data are instances when stories are intentionally deceitful. Sikes’ (2000) work provides an interesting insight into intentional dishonesty, where the ‘truth’ in her own and her colleagues’ participants’ accounts only came to light after the research process had been completed. Sikes (Ibid., p. 267) concluded that ‘[w]e both took the view that our data were true in that it reflected our informants' perspectives at the time they told their stories’. She goes on to explain that she did not ‘believe that it is possible to capture and represent actual reality or lived experience through the research process and in subsequent texts’ (Ibid.). In the context of my own research though, the longitudinal approach provides more time and space to identify dishonesty should it occur. It is, of course, still possible for intentional dishonesty to be maintained by a participant even over the course of a longitudinal study. This provides further weight to Sikes’ (Ibid.) comments here - that it is not entirely possible to ‘capture and represent actual reality or lived experience’ and this needs to be recognised and accepted by the researcher. 
3. [bookmark: _Toc477643128]Longitudinal research
In the Literature Review chapter, I highlighted a knowledge gap in longitudinal research in the UK context, focusing on the HE decision-making and choices of FE students studying a combination of academic and vocational qualifications. However, a further gap is present in the methods literature, concerning the use of qualitative longitudinal designs alongside biographical methods; Thomson and Holland (2003, p. 233) highlight that in the life history and biographical methods literature ‘longitudinal qualitative studies are almost absent… qualitative studies have tended to approach these questions retrospectively’. McLeod and Thomson (2009) echo such observations, explaining that following individuals over periods of time is uncommon.

One reason for this gap is the practical difficulties faced when employing such a research design (Miller, 2000). This is understandable as, in my own research, mapping the HE decision-making and choices of FE students is limited to a maximum of 18 months. This timescale constraint is imposed by the nature of the research being undertaken as part of a PhD study. Yet, whilst my data collection only spanned 16-18 months, longitudinal research does not have to adhere to a definitive time scale. Cohen et al. (2011, p. 267) define longitudinal research as an approach which simply ‘gathers data over an extended period of time’; this could be a short-term investigation consisting of weeks and months, or alternatively a longer period of multiple years. Taking this definition into account, my own research may be deemed as short-term longitudinal research. Saldana (2003, p. 5) emphasises that the following should also be accounted for when defining research as longitudinal: 

(a) considerations of how time interacts and interplays with the collection and analysis of qualitative data, (b) attention to the multiple and possibly types of changes, and (c) the influences and effects on human actions and participant worldviews. 
As will be observed in the findings chapters of the thesis, my own research adheres to this definition; events that occur at specific times of year in the context of HE decision-making and choice, such as UCAS deadlines, open days and exam periods, are considered in relation to the data. Moreover, changes and developments in participants’ decision-making, choices and reflexive modes are highlighted and discussed. I also take the influence of events and other people on participants’ HE decision-making and choices into account. 

Unlike cross-sectional research, qualitative longitudinal research allows us to '“walk alongside” individuals or groups over time in such a way that privileges the present in which they are encountered’ (McLeod and Thomson, 2009, p. 61). In ‘privileging the present’ at different intervals over time, this can form a detailed picture of participants’ decision-making and choice experiences. Moreover, Miller (2000, p. 2) explains that: ‘present activity can be seen as formed as much by the anticipation of the future as it is by the experience of the past’. This is a useful point, which establishes a link between the present and future. Although participants’ future experiences after the data collection period were not accessed[footnoteRef:11], their activities that are captured are likely influenced by their planned future trajectories. [11:  A follow-up phase was conducted between October 2015 and January 2016 to establish participants’ destinations upon completion of their FE studies, but data collection did not extend past this. 
] 


[bookmark: _Toc477643129]3.1 Utilising a qualitative longitudinal approach with narrative inquiry and critical realism
Utilising narrative inquiry and a qualitative longitudinal approach are mutually reinforcing. Elliott (2005) highlights that the reoccurring themes in narrative research consist of time, temporality and change. She comments that narrative research shows: ‘[a]n interest in people's lived experiences and an appreciation of the temporal nature of that experience’ and ‘[a]n interest in process and change over time’ (Ibid., p. 6). Both of these are clearly relevant to my research purposes. Monitoring FE students’ HE decisions and choices over time is necessary to establish understandings of the reasons and influences informing these, as these are unlikely to occur in one place or at one time. It is hoped and expected that change will occur, thus demonstrating the ‘temporal nature’ of FE students’ decision-making and choices. 
In addition to time and temporality, causality is also ‘widely accepted as a key feature of narrative form’ (Elliott, 2005, p. 281). Causality in narrative approaches is understood as ‘a sequence of events looked at backward has the appearance of causal necessity and, looked at forward, has the sense of a teleological, intentional pull of the future’ (Clandinin and Connelly, 1990, p. 7). Hence, this is not the type of causality discussed in positivistic research involving observations of ‘x causes y’ in a controlled situation. Rather, it is viewing the ‘bigger picture’ of the narrative in order to establish changes in accounts from the beginning to the end (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 116). The way that the literature consistently associates narrative with time, change, and experience over time supports the appropriateness of a longitudinal research design to be used in tandem with narrative inquiry.  
Finally, it is noteworthy to highlight that it is not only narrative inquiry that supports the use of a longitudinal approach, but also my chosen paradigm of critical realism. Thomson (2011, pp. 14-15) explains that:
Longitudinal methods are also suited to an exploration of the relationship between agency, structure and serendipity…such studies may also provide insight into the human methodology through which risks and opportunities are mediated.
Thomson (Ibid.) highlights how the longitudinal approach can provide attention to the individual and the impacts of structure on their lives, enabling researchers to consider ‘the interplay of risk and resilience in the context of biography’. A further example of the longitudinal approach providing insights into the role that structure plays in individual experience comes from the Learning Lives  project (Biesta et al., 2011). In using a longitudinal approach alongside narrative research, Biesta et al. (2011) found that both ‘externally imposed events’, as well as individual choices, impacted adults’ participation in education. As discussed in the previous chapter, Archer’s (2003, 2007, 2012) sociology, which is rooted in critical realism, provides attention to both agency and structure. Therefore, not only does the longitudinal approach complement features of narrative inquiry, but the combination of this with critical realism enables insights into how agency and structure can affect individual lives and experiences. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643130]3.2 The strengths and limitations of longitudinal research 
I now move on to a discussion of the strengths and limitations of longitudinal research, whilst drawing on the methods literature. The strengths of adopting a longitudinal research design concern the ability to identify narrative causality in the accounts of participants, the reduced likelihood of errors in recall and the opportunity to return to participants for additional elaboration at a later date. Weaknesses, on the other hand, include attrition, the lack of control over participants’ motivation and the potential implications this may have on data collection and analysis.  
Many strengths of longitudinal research can be explained by the ‘weaknesses of cross-sectional design’ (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 270). Cohen et al. explain that cross-sectional research is not effective in establishing causal relationships. I must acknowledge that Cohen et al. are using quantitative longitudinal research as the object of discussion here, rather than qualitative. They are thus referring to causal relationships in a positivistic sense. Yet, this can reasonably be applied to qualitative longitudinal studies when considering the capturing of narrative causality to which a cross-sectional design would be inappropriate. A lack of narrative causality means that reasons informing choices and particular decisions may not be able to be identified in real time; these can indeed be provided by participants in a retrospective manner, but this then means that such accounts are open to issues with recall (Coxon, 1996; Cucu-Oancea, 2013; Radcliffe, 2013). In accessing participants’ accounts longitudinally, narrative causality is able to be witnessed as it unfolds, enabling a ‘focus on plot, story line, turning points and defining moments’ (McLeod and Thomson, 2009, p. 321). A further benefit that complements the above is that longitudinal studies allow further exploration to be incorporated in subsequent meetings with the research participants. 

Despite the numerous strengths of longitudinal research, there are also weaknesses that need to be considered. One of the most obvious of these is that such research is intensive, expensive and time consuming (Cohen et al., 2011; Tuckman and Harper, 2012). Longitudinal studies harbour vast amounts of data, and require a long-term commitment on behalf of both the researcher and participants (Cohen et al., 2011; Gravetter and Forzano, 2009). Whereas commitment on the part of the researcher is able to be controlled, for example, by my own motivation, participants’ willingness to take part in the research for a substantial period of time is unpredictable. The likelihood of attrition is, therefore, a frequently cited limitation of the longitudinal approach (Cohen et al., 2011; Whitley and Kite, 2013). Attrition does not only arise from waning participant motivation and commitment, but can also be a result of changes in circumstances, such as illness or death to name a few (Sumner, 2006). 

Participant attrition has broader implications for the research. Issues concerning the loss of data that result from attrition may be acutely felt in qualitative studies, particularly those with a small sample. In my earlier discussion of truthfulness and trustworthiness in narrative research, I commented that no two narratives will be identical. The withdrawal of one participant, then, means losing any previous contributions that they have made to the research[footnoteRef:12]. Such data may have provided an example of a unique case, meaning that interesting findings are lost as a result. One further noteworthy point regarding the impact of attrition is that this can result in only highly motivated participants remaining in the study (Gravetter and Forzano, 2009). This can, of course, be regarded as an advantage, but when considered more critically in line with my research questions, it may be that those who remain are also highly motivated in their choices and decision-making. This means that data from those who are not as motivated is unable to be captured and/or used. Such data, again, may have provided interesting insights, in that it would be advantageous to uncover why some FE students may have issues with motivation in deciding upon their future trajectories. Whilst this is merely a hypothetical example, it is noteworthy to mention, as it demonstrates how attrition and the subsequent loss of data can profoundly affect the composition of the research findings, even in qualitative studies.   [12: In line with the University’s ethical guidelines, data cannot be retained any longer than necessary. Withdrawal from the research means that all associated data relating to that participant needs to be destroyed. ] 

In my view, the strengths of the qualitative longitudinal approach outweigh the weaknesses in the context of my research. Just as Cohen et al. (2011, p. 270) commented that the strengths of longitudinal research are the weaknesses of cross-sectional approaches, I suggest that the strengths of the cross-sectional approach form the weaknesses of longitudinal research. A cross-sectional approach certainly seems appealing when outlining the time, expense and long-term commitment of longitudinal studies, even more so when considered alongside the laborious task of analysis. Yet, this would be inept in exploring FE students’ HE decision-making and choices over time. 
[bookmark: _Toc477643131]4. FEC profiles
In this section, I explain how I selected the FECs that were involved in the research. I contacted FECs situated in areas that were deemed as having some of the lowest HE participation rates, in accordance with the HEFCE’s (2013) ‘Participation of Local Areas’ (POLAR3) tool. The development of the POLAR tool is based on low participation neighbourhood (LPN) data. LPNs are ‘geographically deﬁned areas that are calculated to have a lower-than-average propensity to send young people into higher education’ (Harrison and McCaig, 2014, p. 2). FECs situated in quintiles 1 and 2 of the POLAR tool were approached, with quintile 1 representing the lowest UK participation rates and quintile 5 representing the highest. In addition to low participation rates, I also confirmed that the FECs were located in areas of high levels of deprivation. In doing this, I used the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) to identify FECs in locations where deprivation indices ranged from 0 to 0.4, with 0 to 0.1 being the most deprived and 0.9-1 being the least deprived areas. The motivation informing this was to access students who were both from LPNs and areas of socioeconomic deprivation, in line with the definitions of those who are ‘underrepresented’ in HE.

However, this is not an entirely clear representation as POLAR is not faultless in targeting students from LPNs. Harrison and McCaig (2014) offer a detailed critique of the dependence upon POLAR by universities and identify various draw-backs of this tool. One notable argument that I need to acknowledge here is that there is a possibility of ‘leakage’ of students from targeted areas (quintiles 1 and 2); in analysing UCAS and NS-SEC data, Harrison and McCaig (Ibid., p. 6) explain how ‘many areas with low participation are located outside of LPNs as they are subsumed within more afﬂuent ones’, and young people from higher socioeconomic groups can be found in LPNs. Yet, when addressing the 2001 Census data, the authors find that households representing lower NS-SEC groups generally correlate with the lowest POLAR quintiles. 

The IMD, according to Harrison and McCaig (2014), provides one way of rectifying issues of ‘leakage’ when using POLAR, as this focuses on smaller geographical areas. Although I used both POLAR and IMD data to locate participants who are deemed as ‘underrepresented’ in HE, I recognise that this is not flawless. Both POLAR and IMD are intended to be used in accordance with where individuals live, rather than where they study. Therefore, it cannot be assumed that participants attending an FEC in an LPN and area of substantial socioeconomic deprivation reside locally. Yet, in determining the FECs that were to be approached for the research, POLAR provided an indication of where I could locate students who may be deemed as underrepresented by HEIs. I recognise, though, that this does not completely eliminate the possibility of recruiting participants who are not considered underrepresented in HE i.e. those from more advantaged backgrounds. 

In gathering information on parental occupation via a questionnaire provided to participants, I was able to apply the NS-SEC to the data. This was used with the intention of understanding if the main income earner in participants’ households could be classified as being in categories 4-7, in line with the definitions of underrepresented students in HE outlined in the introductory chapter. This also usefully provided a way of understanding participants’ socioeconomic circumstances to identify any ‘leakage’; this is important since there was a possibility that participants would commute to their FEC from surrounding areas. These surrounding areas had varied levels of HE participation and levels of deprivation. For instance, whilst one of my participating FECs (Collerborough College)[footnoteRef:13] is located in POLAR quintile 1, it was on the margin of quintile 3, with quintile 4 located a short distance away. According to the IMD, Collerborough College was located within decile 0.2 but has surrounding Lower Layer Super Output Areas[footnoteRef:14] of deciles 0.1, 0.3 and 0.5. The other FEC involved (Ridington College) was situated in POLAR quintile 2 but next to a large area of quintile 1, with quintile 3 and 4 areas close by. Two separate campuses of Ridington College were involved in the research, one of which is located in IMD decile 0.3 and the other 0.2, but have surrounding areas depicting deciles 0.1, 0.2 and 0.5[footnoteRef:15]. I now move on to provide a more qualitative description of the characteristics of each FEC.  [13:  Pseudonyms are used for both of the FECs to preserve anonymity. ]  [14:  Small geographical areas in England designed to be of a similar population in size (Data.gov.uk, 2015)]  [15:  Decile 0.1 depicts an area which is amongst 10% of the most deprived in the country, decile 0.2 is amongst 20% of the most deprived, decile 0.3 is amongst 30% of the most deprived and so forth. ] 


[bookmark: _Toc477643132]4.1 Ridington
Ridington College is based in a city centre and contains multiple sites. The city has above average levels of unemployment and young people who are not in education, employment or training (NEET). Those attending the college are largely from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. The college offers a range of A-level and vocational programmes and has approximately 5000 full time students. At this FEC, I was able to gain access to first year BTEC Level 3 Health and Social Care students, as well as those studying BTEC Level 3 Performing Arts at a different campus. Initially, three Health and Social Care students from this course volunteered their participation. However, two months into the research, one participant officially withdrew, whilst another left the course and was unreachable. Thus, the sample from Ridington College was highly overrepresented by one subject area, with seven studying Performing Arts and just one studying Health and Social Care.

[bookmark: _Toc477643133]4.2 Collerborough
Collerborough College is located in a former industrial mining town and has unemployment rates higher than the national average. The college serves around 3,500 full time learners, offers A-level and vocational courses, and comprises a small number of different sites split by subject area. Through this institution, I recruited five A-level participants who were all studying a minimum of three AS-levels at the beginning of the research. 
[bookmark: _Toc477643134]5. Sampling FE students
In total, 13 participants were recruited from two FECs using a purposeful sampling technique. Purposeful sampling involves the researcher selecting participants in line with pre-defined criteria ‘from which the most can be learned’ (Merriam, 2009, p. 77). In considering my research questions, it was necessary for me to recruit students who were engaged in FE and were at least one year away from the completion of their studies, due to the longitudinal nature of the inquiry. 
I have previously explained in the Literature Review chapter that I hoped to establish a diverse sample of students involved in A-level and vocational courses in order to address the limitations of previous studies. Although my research intended to understand HE plans, I did not want to restrict the sample to those ‘likely’ to attend in the future, as previous studies have often done; as Yin (2011, p. 88) advises, ‘you want to avoid biasing your study – or any appearance of bias – by choosing only those sources that confirm your own preconceptions’. In line with this, FECs and potential participants were advised that the research focused on future educational and employment plans more generally, which is evident from the participant information sheet (appendix 12).

[bookmark: _Toc477643135]5.1 Sample characteristics
The final sample composition consisted of seven students studying Performing Arts BTEC Level 3, one Health and Social Care BTEC Level 3 student and five studying various AS/A-level courses. The participants were supplied with a questionnaire in the early stages of the project to obtain data on their background characteristics (appendix 1). This requested information on their age, ethnicity, parental occupation, prior educational attainment, family history of HE, own employment and living situation. 
The majority of participants (66%) were aged 17 at the time of questionnaire completion, with 20% aged 18 and 14% aged 19. As the eldest participants were 19, I am unable to draw any conclusions about mature students. Hence, the insights provided by the research are limited to 17-19 year olds’ HE decision-making and choices. There was also a good gender mix in the sample, with 60% female and 40% male participants. Participants reported a good level of prior attainment, with each stating that they held five or more GCSEs grades A*-C. In most cases, participants volunteered without involvement from their FE tutors. There were rare occurrences, though, where tutors did try to locate students without me being present before referring them to me for more information if they expressed an interest. I recognise that, in these instances, there is a possibility that tutors may have approached students who they perceived to be ‘high achievers’. 
In the OFFA definition of what constitutes an underrepresented student, those from ‘some ethnic groups or subgroups’ are included. However, all participants identified as ‘white’ meaning that my sample was not ethnically diverse enough to draw conclusions related to other ethnic groups. This unfortunately limits the analysis in some respects, as gender, ethnicity and socioeconomic status all contribute to varying levels of advantage and disadvantage, as opposed to being regarded as separate influences (Archer and Francis, 2007).

In the introductory chapter, I stated that the following characteristics could be considered in determining whether participants are deemed to be ‘underrepresented’ in HE: 1) Participant is a first generation student, 2) Main income earner in household is classified in NS-SEC 4-7, 3) Participant is from an LPN, and 4) Participant is from an area of socioeconomic deprivation. These definitions were drawn from OFFA, HESA and RO guidance. 
I discovered that not all participants demonstrated each of these characteristics; some could only be associated with one or two. For instance, a minority of participants (20%) were second generation students, but the main income earner in these participants’ households did not always have an occupation which corresponded with NS-SEC categories 1-3. Conversely, the main income earner in some first generation participants’ households did not always correspond with NS-SEC categories 4-7. This meant then that, whilst all participants would be regarded as underrepresented in HE by these official measures, some were more underrepresented than others; participants’ background situations represented different degrees of underrepresentation in HE. From this, I distinguished whether participants were minimally, moderately or highly underrepresented, dependent on how many characteristics they represented (see table 1). 






	Participant
	LPN & SE Deprivation (IMD)
	NS-SEC (HESA definition) 
	First/ second generation
	Degree of underrepresentation

	Bessy
	Y
	V
	First
	High

	Daryl 
	Y
	V
	Second
	Moderate

	David
	Y
	III
	First
	Moderate

	Erin
	Y
	I
	Second
	Minimal

	Evelynn
	Y
	II
	First
	Moderate

	John
	Y
	II
	First
	Moderate

	Juliette
	Y
	II
	Second
	Minimal

	Max
	Y
	VI
	First
	High

	May
	Y
	VI
	First
	High

	Noel
	Y
	VI
	First
	High

	Paola
	Y
	VI
	First
	High

	Sofia
	Y
	V
	First
	High

	Tony
	Y
	III
	First
	Moderate













Table 1: Degrees of underrepresentation amongst participants


The inspiration for this ‘scale’ of underrepresentation originated from Horn and Carroll’s (1996) analysis of enrolment trends amongst non-traditional undergraduate students in the US. Within this, they defined non-traditional students as meeting one of seven of the following characteristics: ‘delayed enrolment into postsecondary education, attended part time, financially independent, worked full time while enrolled, had dependents other than a spouse, was a single parent, or did not obtain a standard high school diploma’ (Ibid., p. 1). Horn and Carroll go on to explain that they deemed students who met one of these characteristics as ‘minimally non-traditional’, whilst those who met two or three as ‘moderately non-traditional’ and, finally, those with four or more characteristics as ‘highly non-traditional’. I must clarify though that I have only adopted the notion of a ‘scale’ from Horn and Carroll, rather than their definition of ‘non-traditional’ students; although ‘non-traditional’ students are regarded as those who are ‘disproportionately underrepresented’ in HE in terms of social class and/or ethnicity (House of Commons, 2001) or those with family members having ‘little experience of HE’ (Laing et al., 2005, p. 169) in the UK context, this is not the same in the US. In the US, the distinction between ‘non-traditional’ and ‘traditional’ students is based on age and typical trajectory into HE, with traditional students being aged 21 or under who are ‘likely to have followed an unbroken linear path through the education system’ (Bye et al., 2007, p. 141). 

Outlining these different degrees of underrepresentation provides a way of overcoming homogeneity in the analysis, which can consequently assist in establishing more detailed conclusions concerning participants’ HE decision-making and choices. Moreover, participants’ lived experiences, represented through their narratives, conveyed deeper insights into their background characteristics which go beyond the data obtained via the questionnaire. These insights are highlighted and discussed later throughout the findings chapters. 

6. [bookmark: _Toc477643136]Access to participants
Access to participants proved to be more challenging than initially anticipated. I began the recruitment process in February 2014 where I attempted to establish gatekeepers at seven FECs before contacting them with a brief overview of the research. I approached a large range of course leaders representing different subject areas, including: Business, IT, Arts, Health and Social Care, Childcare and A-levels. Despite numerous attempts to follow-up with gatekeepers by email and telephone, non-response was common. Those who refused often did so, understandably, due to concerns over upcoming examinations/assessments; this is echoed in Groundwater-Smith et al.’s (2015, p. 80) discussion of issues with gatekeepers, explaining that ‘performance pressures on schools and services within increased regulatory accountabilities may influence access decisions and conditions of participation’. I arranged to meet those who did express an interest to explain the project in more detail. 
It quickly became clear that employing a ‘one-size fits all’ approach to recruit participants was unrealistic; I had to be incredibly versatile to accommodate the schedules of each FEC to access potential participants in line with their levels of availability and half-term dates. Ridington College, for example, allowed me to speak to three tutorial groups to explain the research, supply participant information sheets and answer questions. In Collerborough College, however, the pressure of upcoming AS-level examinations meant that the participant information sheets were distributed to students via staff members. The college then provided me with a classroom two weeks later to meet students who expressed an interest, where I explained the research in more depth. 
The differing schedules of the institutions, which influenced the timing of access and recruitment, meant that the research started at various times between April and September 2014; participants from Collerborough and one campus of Ridington college were recruited in April, whilst those from the remaining campus of Ridington joined the project in September. This is also the reason why more diversity in the sample, in terms of the courses that participants studied, was not accomplished. As a result of the difficulties that I experienced in receiving responses from gatekeepers, I had to take the opportunity to recruit from whichever course I could access. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643137]6.1 Issues with recruitment: Gatekeepers as a barrier 
Recruitment for the research took much longer than expected and was admittedly a frustrating process. It was not only challenging to initially gain access to the FECs to recruit, but it was also difficult to arrange visits to undertake data collection; in some cases, it would take around two months to arrange each visit as a result of the busy schedules of staff members. I attempted to make this process easier from the outset through the use of Facebook groups, where I could discuss potential dates for upcoming visits directly with participants whilst consulting with gatekeepers (see appendix 13). Yet, only two participants from one FEC opted to be added to the Facebook group, which did little to circumvent these obstacles. I hence discovered, as Groundwater-Smith et al. (2015, p. 84) state, that ‘[t]he challenges of access and cooperation are not “one-off” issues… they are ongoing dimensions of the research process’. In other FECs where I had yet to gain access, and with the summer vacation drawing closer, some gatekeepers advised that there was no longer time to participate despite continuous attempts to arrange meetings over a four month period prior to this. My response in these instances was to negotiate a delayed start date for the research. Fortunately, one site agreed to a later start date of September 2014[footnoteRef:16].  [16:  This site was one campus of Ridington College. An alternative campus at the same FEC allowed access earlier in April 2014. ] 

These issues with gaining access meant that A-level and Health and Social Care participants were involved from their first until their second year of study, whereas Performing Arts participants took part during their second year only. Exploring the reasons informing FE students’ HE decisions and choices from their first until the end of their second year of post-16 study was desirable. However, exploring this solely throughout students’ second year was still beneficial. It is worth noting that the FE site that agreed to participate from the later start date of September commented that their students would benefit from the research due to the upcoming UCAS application period, in that it may assist in helping them make their decisions and choices more effectively at this time. Therefore, I was still able to capture relevant information in line with the research questions for those taking part during their second year only. 
Accessing participants was not the only difficulty I experienced; I also encountered issues with some gatekeeper’s preferences to distribute information about the research to potential participants themselves. Despite proactively offering to visit FECs to provide verbal explanations of the research to students, one gatekeeper felt it was easier to distribute the participant information sheets to students via their tutors. This proved ineffective, with only two students expressing an interest following this. When meeting these students to explain the research to them in more depth, I also discovered that they had not been provided with the participant information sheet, and one had misconceptions about the focus of my research. 
The challenges I experienced in communicating with gatekeepers meant that it took almost seven months of persistence to gain access, deliver the project information, and recruit a suitable number of participants. Despite facing these difficulties, it proved to be a useful experience in understanding ‘what works’ when approaching institutions to request access for research purposes. I found, for instance, that face to face contact with potential participants was invaluable and very effective in attracting interest. This is presumably a result of the reassurance that participants felt after having met the researcher before committing to the project. I also found, after struggling to retrieve responses from gatekeepers initially, that providing them with a ‘shortened’ and clearer version of the research information, in addition to the participant information sheet was effective in securing their interest. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643138]6.2 Attrition
As noted earlier, attrition is a commonly cited issue with longitudinal research designs (Cohen et al., 2011; Whitley and Kite, 2013). Attrition often occurred in the first phase of data collection. As participants are not required to provide a reason for withdrawal, it is uncertain as to what led to this in each case. In two instances though, participants cited difficulties with the diary method; I go on to describe the diaries in more depth below. Specifically,  these participants became anxious that they were ‘not keeping up’ or expressed concerns about writing ‘the wrong thing’. Although their withdrawal was unfortunate, their concerns enabled me to devise ‘frequently asked questions’ to present during the recruitment of those students who were considering taking part from the later start date of September 2014 (appendix 9). 
Some instances of attrition were not related to the tasks involved, but were attributable to participants abruptly leaving their FE courses. Gatekeepers attempted to contact participants in these instances to establish if they wished to formally withdraw from the research, or remain engaged in the study using alternative means of periodic interview via phone call or Skype. Unfortunately, no responses were received. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643139] 7.  Diaries as a research tool
Qualitative written and audio diaries were completed over a 9-12 month period by participants[footnoteRef:17]. Within these, participants recorded information relating to their HE decision-making and choices, as well as the reasons and influences informing these. The diary method acts as a powerful tool to satisfy the research questions, as they enable an exploration of the reasons and influences informing students’ decision-making and choices over time. This is suited particularly well to the exploration of educational trajectories, as there is a set time frame during which participants are expected to decide upon their future plans.  [17:  The research period spanned 16-18 months in total, which included a follow up phase. Yet, diary completion, interviews and focus groups were conducted over a period of 9-12 months. ] 

During this timeframe, diaries enable participants’ everyday lives to be accessed from a distance, as Symon (2004, p. 98) explains: 
The diary study allows access to this ongoing everyday behaviour in a relatively unobtrusive manner, which allows the immediacy of the experience to be captured, and also provides accounts of phenomena over time. 
Young people’s considerations of the future may not necessarily be deemed as an ‘everyday behaviour’. Such deliberations though can occur in everyday thoughts, either independently, or as reactions to events and experiences. The purpose of the diary method in this inquiry was not to monitor activities, such as ‘behaviours’; its intention was to gain insights into thoughts, experiences and events which worked in shaping participants’ HE decision-making and choices.  

Although face to face methods, such as interviews and focus groups were also employed, gaining access to participants’ thought processes are likely to be problematic if these were to be solely relied upon; issues may arise concerning the authenticity of retrospective accounts, where errors in recall can occur (Coxon, 1996; Cucu-Oancea, 2013; Radcliffe, 2013). Furthermore, unlike activities, ‘thoughts’ may be difficult to locate in one’s memory; one may be accurately able to recall an activity or experience that occurred in recent weeks, but not necessarily the thoughts, attitudes and perspectives that arose during this time. In the same way that Symon (2004, p. 98) explains that diary methods allow ‘the immediacy of the experience to be captured’, I posit that diaries can also allow thoughts to be captured in the same way. Errors in recall can then be avoided, which subsequently reduces the likelihood of participants self-justifying past actions. 

A further advantage of using diaries as a data collection tool is that data can be accumulated without the researcher being consistently present. Scott and Morrison (2006, p. 65) note that this is beneficial in both logistical and ethical terms; researchers ‘cannot be everywhere’ and ‘ought not to be everywhere’. In the case of my own inquiry, being present in the field on an intensive basis to explore thoughts, experiences, decision-making and choices could potentially be overwhelming for participants and difficult for the FEC sites to accommodate. This lack of physical presence, though, does harbour the possibility of participants recording data that is of relevance to themselves, but not to the purposes of the research (Alaszewski, 2006). Although participants were provided with written and verbal guidance to help them remain focused on the topic during the completion of their diaries, which is explained in more depth below, it is still possible for participants to neglect this and deviate from the research focus. The researcher’s lack of control over what is being recorded can be problematic; it would be difficult, for instance, to decipher where participants may have neglected their diaries for a period of time and made entries retrospectively (Radcliffe, 2013), which counteracts the advantages of this method in obtaining more accurate reflections. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643140]7.1 Diary design
As noted previously, the purpose of the diary method in my own inquiry is not to monitor ‘behaviours’ but instead, thoughts, feelings and experiences to identify the reasons and influences informing participants’ HE decision-making and choices. This allowed the diaries to be designed in a fairly unstructured format to provide participants with freedom in their entries. I encouraged participants to be creative with their diaries, adding pictures or creating mind maps if they desired to represent their thoughts in different ways. This lack of restraint in how the participants represent their thoughts, experiences, decisions and choices caters for different interests. Consequently, this assists in maintaining engagement with the project, as participants had the opportunity to ‘write about specific issues, which are the focus of the study, in their own way’ (Basit, 2010, p. 150). Subsequently, I felt that this could work in decreasing the likelihood of attrition, which is a commonly documented weakness of longitudinal research (Cohen et al., 2011; Whitley and Kite, 2013).
The diaries were not completely unstructured, however. In designing the diaries, I included two pre-printed templates of ‘timelines’ (appendix 7) to allow participants to represent their perceived future trajectories visually if they chose to do so[footnoteRef:18]. This served as a way for participants to orientate their thinking in line with the purpose of the project. Guidelines were also pre-printed in the diaries to encourage reflections of their thoughts, perspectives, attitudes, influences and experiences related to their decision-making and choices (appendix 8). These acted as prompts to encourage participants to make entries that were relevant to the purposes of the research.  [18:  I liaised with the University’s printing services to have the physical copies of the diaries created in line with my own design. 
] 

Therefore, the theme of what participants were to include in their diaries was pre-defined, but the ways of expressing this was unstructured. I felt it to pose too high a risk to leave the diary completely unstructured when a particular topic requires exploration to answer specific research questions; this could lead to an accumulation of unnecessary data. I found that trying to establish a degree of freedom in which participants could complete their diaries, whilst attempting to encourage the recording of relevant data, was challenging. My approach concurs with Radcliffe (2013, p. 175), who stresses that: 
One of the challenges is to focus the research, drawing a line around what can be investigated in a particular study and what is out of the scope of that research, while also avoiding imposing a structure onto participants which is not their own.
Participants were not only guided by the pre-printed information in their diaries. Such information was verbally reiterated by myself during initial meetings; this was demonstrated via a presentation I provided during recruitment (appendix 9), as well as through examples from my own diary (appendix 10). These examples from my own diary intended to inspire participants to adopt a critical lens when considering how they arrived at such thoughts and plans, as well as to exemplify the diversity in the ways that entries could be recorded. Providing such prompts to assist participants to consider and record entries related to the research purposes, whilst simultaneously encouraging an open approach as to how this information is recorded, avoids an ‘imposing structure’. An imposing structure could cause participants to tire of the research process quickly.
An additional benefit of the versatility in how entries can be recorded allows alternative means of expression to occur that may be unavailable during focus group discussions or individual interviews (Alaszewski, 2006). Moreover, the private space that diaries provide to participants can lead them to disclose thoughts that they would not mention in interviews (Day and Thatcher, 2009). 

[bookmark: _Toc477643141]7.2 Audio diaries
In addition to paper diaries, audio diaries were also offered to research participants. Although these were supplied with similar guidance to that of the paper diaries, audio diaries have been noted to work as an effective tool for reflection (Worth, 2009). Therefore, the guidance also suggested that participants could reflect on what they had written so far (appendix 11). Yet, participants often accepted the offer of an audio diary as a respite from writing. This demonstrates the usefulness of audio diaries for those who find it difficult to write on a regular basis, enabling an alternative method of contributing to the research (Hislop et al., 2005); as Elliott (1997, para 4.3) explains in her work on health behaviour: ‘recording one's daily existence is more familiar to some people than others’. 

The incorporation of audio diaries in my research also addresses a knowledge gap; Monrouxe (2009) argues that although audio diaries have been used in longitudinal qualitative research, they are rarely used in research that adopts a longitudinal narrative inquiry approach. Monrouxe (2009) explains that using audio diaries in her own longitudinal narrative inquiry not only allowed accounts of everyday occurrences to be documented, but also extraordinary events. Such a spectrum of data is applicable when considering the context of my own inquiry; participants’ perspectives and attitudes towards their future plans may, for instance, be prompted by either an ‘ordinary’ event or situation, or more unique occurrences. 

However, only four of the 13 participants in my inquiry accepted the offer of an audio diary alongside a paper diary, and just one was returned completed. It may have been the case that the majority of participants were content with the written diaries alone, or were more confident completing these having seen examples from my own diary. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643142]7.3 Event-based diaries
The research literature presents different approaches to longitudinal diary methods in terms of the types of data they sought to record, as well as the level of structure involved in diary completion. Some uses of diaries correspond with ‘time diaries’, which involve participants recording activities that are of focus to the research (Belli et al., 2009; McAlpine et al., 2013). Yet, since the purposes of the research were to understand thoughts and perspectives informing choices and decisions, as opposed to engagement in activities, such an approach to diary keeping is unsuitable.
As the diaries are concerned with the recording of data specific to thoughts and experiences about participants’ HE decision-making and choices, these are aligned to an event-based schedule. Bolger et al. (2003, p. 590) explain that an event-based schedule requires ‘participants to provide reports at every instance that meets the researcher’s pre-established definition’. Whilst Bolger et al. cite specific examples of this, such as studies of alcohol consumption, they also clarify that events can be thought-dependent, such as ‘feelings of intimacy’, or interaction-based, such as instances of conflict. Therefore, event-based diaries do not necessarily require the documenting of specific activities as is the case with time diaries, but can be sufficient in exploring thoughts, feelings and reflections related to  particular experiences. 

8. [bookmark: _Toc477643143]Focus groups and individual semi-structured interviews 
Periodic focus groups and individual semi-structured interviews with participants were used alongside the diary methods. Conducting regular interviews and focus groups with participants can potentially reduce the impacts of the issues associated with diary completion noted earlier; they provide the opportunity for regular face to face reminders of the purpose of the research, as well as discussions concerning diary completion. 
I conducted focus groups and individual semi-structured interviews at regular intervals with participants which allowed them to elaborate upon their post-FE decisions and choices. The time periods by which each FEC was involved in the research differed slightly, meaning that some participants had the opportunity to partake in an extra interview/focus group. The research period for these particular FECs began between April and June 2014 with interviews and focus groups taking place, and diaries being distributed during this time. This allowed the time for interviews and/or focus groups to be completed during September/October 2014, January/February 2015 and finally April-May 2015. For a different campus at one of the FECs, the research began in September/October 2014, resulting in the loss of one meeting (figure 2). The reasons for this were related to the access difficulties that I discussed earlier. 
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Figure 2: Interview periods across FEC sites
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Focus groups and individual semi-structured interviews were not only adopted for the purpose of capturing data that the diary method may not; there are a number of additional benefits in utilising these in relation to my research questions. The benefits associated specifically with the focus group method are that they produce high volumes of data in short time frames. This was particularly beneficial when considering that FECs often had little spare time to accommodate these meetings. Focus groups also assist in fostering a sense of security for participants, which can have an encouraging influence on reflection (Hatch, 2002; Heath et al., 2009). This is essential in my inquiry, as reflection is necessary to identify participants’ plans, as well as to gain insights into their experiences. Moreover, in considering the age of my participants (16-19 years old), focus groups have been noted to be apt for creating a more natural and less threatening environment (Eder and Fingerson, 2003).
Aside from the diaries, focus groups were initially expected to be the main method of data collection. Yet, I began offering individual semi-structured interviews as an option very early in the data collection period upon recruiting the first few participants. Prior to recruiting A-level and BTEC Level 3 Performing Arts participants, I had recruited three participants from the Health and Social Care BTEC Level 3 at Ridington College. Shortly after informed consent had been provided, two of the three participants withdrew from the research. This meant that the one remaining participant (John) had no option but to partake in individual semi-structured interviews. This aided my realisation that providing participants the option of either a focus group, or individual semi-structured interview, would harbour a number of benefits. Such benefits included the opportunity for participants to discuss their thoughts, plans, decisions and possibly more sensitive issues away from the presence of their peers, or alternatively, allow participants the feeling of security of being in the company of familiar others. 
When recruiting the remaining sample shortly after, I advised participants from the outset that they had the option to take part in either focus groups, or individual semi-structured interviews. As gatekeepers were responsible for arranging meetings between the participants and myself, I frequently reminded them that participants had the freedom to choose whether they spoke to me together, or alone, so that either could be arranged in line with the participants’ preferences. Upon meeting with the participant(s) on each occasion, I would check whether they were still happy to proceed with the arrangements made via the gatekeepers. 
I originally anticipated that participants may prefer focus groups over individual semi-structured interviews due to the advantages that they provide, particularly to young participants, such as feelings of security (Heath et al., 2009). However, individual semi-structured interviews were just as popular. As can be seen in table 2, eight participants took part in a combination, whereas two participated solely in individual semi-structured interviews and three in focus groups throughout the data collection period. 
	
	April-June 2014
	September-October 2014
	January-February 2015
	April-May 2015

	Bessy
	N/A
	Individual interview (October)
	Individual interview (January)
	Individual interview (April)

	Daryl
	Individual interview (June)
	Focus group (September)
	Individual interview (February)
	Individual interview (May)

	David
	N/A
	Focus group (September)
	Individual interview (February)
	Focus group (May)

	Erin
	Focus group (June)
	Individual interview (October)
	Individual interview (January)
	Individual interview (May)

	Evelynn
	Focus group (June)
	Focus group (September)
	Focus group (February)
	Focus group (May)

	John
	Individual interview (June)
	Individual interview (October)
	Individual interview (January)
	Individual interview (May)

	Juliette
	N/A
	Focus group (September)
	Focus group (February)
	Focus group (May)

	Max
	N/A
	Focus group (October)
	Individual interview (January)
	Individual interview (April)

	May
	N/A
	Focus group (October)
	Individual interview (January) 
	Individual interview (April

	Paola
	N/A
	Focus group (September)
	Individual interview (January) 
	Focus group (May)

	Noel
	Individual interview (June) 
	Individual interview (October)
	Focus group (February)
	Individual interview (May) 

	Sofia
	N/A
	Focus group (September)
	Focus group (January) 
	Focus group (May) 

	Tony 
	N/A
	Individual interview (October) 
	Focus group (January) 
	Focus group (May)


Table 2: Participation in focus groups and individual semi-structured interviews


The use of focus groups and individual semi-structured interviews in tandem with the diary method importantly established between-method triangulation, which provided the opportunity for deeper understandings of the data while enhancing its credibility (Wellington, 2000). Whereas the diary task is a suitable method to gain an overview of decision-making, experiences and influences over time, interviews and focus groups provided the space to ask more specific questions to participants concerning their views of their plans and intentions. In turn, this heightened the richness of the data, providing opportunities to prompt for elaboration. 
Furthermore, if diary entries were the sole method of data collection, it would not necessarily result in the participants detailing their views on plans that they have rejected or not considered. Which participants planned to enter HE could not be determined in advance. Even if participants had no interest in applying to study at HE level, I felt that the focus groups and individual semi-structured interviews were beneficial to explore the reasons for this; understandings as to what may discourage applications to HE for FE students can also be enlightening.
Focus groups and individual semi-structured interviews not only ensured that relevant data was obtained, but they were fitting with the narrative inquiry approach outlined earlier. These methods created the space for ‘storytelling’ in order to gain insights into the participants’ experiences of decision-making and choice (Riessman, 2008). The interview schedule consisted of open questions related to plans for the future, their experiences, events that have led to these, and influences (appendix 3, 4, 5, 6). While each focus group/interview involved a different schedule that broadly covered the same content, some aspects did change throughout the research period. Questions inviting reflections on plans, thoughts, experiences, decisions and choices remained, but in commencing analysis and further development of the conceptual framework, more specific questions were incorporated into subsequent schedules. This also allowed for questions relating to time specific events to be integrated, such as UCAS deadlines. Moreover, for the third phase schedule (appendix 5), I partially drew inspiration from Slack’s (2009) doctoral life history interviews which explored post-16 choices and destinations; from this, I adapted some reflective questions relating to previous decisions and choices. Although the focus of each schedule became slightly more specific in some areas to gain further clarification as the research progressed, interviews were kept as open as possible and schedules were primarily used as a reminder to prompt for elaboration. As a result, participants provided detailed oral accounts; establishing such responses as opposed to brief statements, according to Riessman (2008), is the intent of narrative interviewing. 

9. [bookmark: _Toc477643144]Questionnaires 
The questionnaires employed in the research (appendix 1), as previously explained, intended to gather data on the participants’ backgrounds, which could then be used in analysis. This was originally part of a larger questionnaire used in Parry et al.’s (2012) research of HE courses delivered in FE institutions. I adapted just one section of this questionnaire, which sought to gather information on participants’ age, living situation, parental occupation, their own employment, prior educational qualifications and family history of HE. Whilst the questionnaire contains closed questions more typical of a quantitative research design, it was not statistically analysed. This was not necessary in a small scale qualitative study with just 13 participants. Rather, its purpose was to provide an overview of the participants’ background characteristics to add an additional dimension to the analysis. This proved to be especially useful in understanding each participant’s level of underrepresentation in HE (see table 1). 

[bookmark: _Toc477643145]9.1 The Internal Conversation Indicator (ICONI)
Whilst outlining my use of questionnaires, it is important to mention Archer’s ‘Internal Conversation Indicator’, as this was adapted and employed in the final phase of the research (appendix 17). Archer (2007, p. 330) developed this tool based on the ‘mental processes and preoccupations’ of her participants from her 2003 study[footnoteRef:19]. This was subsequently employed by Archer (2007, 2012) when recruiting participants for later studies in order to identify ‘consistent practitioners of a dominant mode of reflexivity for interview’ (Archer, 2007, p. 330). The ICONI consists of a questionnaire constructed of likert scales, where a set number of questions are associated with specific reflexive modes; answers are then calculated to provide a numerical value, with the highest score over four being regarded as the participants’ dominant mode of reflexivity (Archer, 2008) (see appendix 18 for further information).  [19:  For a more detailed discussion of Archer’s formulation of the ICONI, see Archer 2003, pp. 329-336. ] 

I did not use the ICONI as part of the recruitment process in my research. As discussed in the Conceptual Framework chapter, identifying participants’ reflexive modes was achieved qualitatively from their narrative accounts (pp. 69-71). An impression of participants’ reflexive modes was not required prior to recruitment, as the purpose of my study is not to explore the features of each mode, as was Archer’s (2007, 2012). Instead, I identified participants’ reflexive modes as a means of establishing deeper understandings of their HE decisions and choices and, importantly, the role of agency and structure within these. Archer (2007, p. 330) even states that the ‘ICONI was never intended to stand alone. At most, its use would be as an economical way of identifying consistent practitioners of a dominant mode of reflexivity for interview’. 
My only motivation for providing the ICONI questionnaire to participants during the final phase of data collection was due to curiosity, as, over the course of the analysis, ‘dual’ reflexive modes were commonplace where participants would convey two modes at one time[footnoteRef:20]. I was, therefore, interested to see if a quantitative measure clearly depicted one dominant mode and if these scores concurred with my qualitative analysis. The majority of participants’ ICONI scores did confirm those which were assigned via qualitative analysis, with only marginal numerical differences for those that did not. One participant even scored a value over four against fractured reflexivity (see appendix 19), which, according to Archer (2008), should ‘trump’ other scores, even when these are higher. Even where ICONI scores were different, this did not hold weight in the analysis of the final phase (when this was completed by participants). As will be observed throughout the findings chapters and discussed in the thesis conclusions, reflexive modes emerged as context specific. Hence, differences between the reflexive modes that were concluded through qualitative analysis and those depicted in the ICONI scores could be explained by the questionnaire being non-context specific, whereas my questions during interviews and focus groups were.  [20:  ‘Dual modes’ are explained more thoroughly in the first findings chapter of the thesis titled ‘Finding one’s feet in the landscape of choice’. 
] 


10. [bookmark: _Toc477643146]Ethical considerations
Before commencing with data collection, the research was reviewed and approved in line with the University’s ethics procedure (appendix 14). Ethical considerations were a priority, and I considered both the University’s and the British Educational Research Association’s (BERA) (2011) guidelines during the planning stages of the research. Here, I discuss the ethical considerations that were undertaken when designing the research and outline the ethical dilemmas experienced, along with how I responded to these. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643147]10.1 The impacts of time 
The first ethical ‘hurdle’ I encountered when designing the research was attempting to devise a way in which rich qualitative data could be collected, whilst avoiding disruption to the participants’ or their FECs’ schedules. The BERA (2011, p. 7) guidelines clearly outline that researchers ‘must seek to minimize the impact of their research on the normal working and workloads of participants’. To ensure that this was adhered to, gatekeepers were made fully aware of the scale of commitment involved in the research from the initial point of contact. I communicated this to potential participants through verbal explanations, as well as via the participant information sheets. 
Whilst it is ethically necessary to consider the impacts of time, I feel that the longitudinal research design intensified the demands on the participants; participants were committing up to 18 months of their time[footnoteRef:21] to the research, and any research activities over this period needed to avoid causing feelings of stress or pressure. Not only was I mindful of the typical commitments involved in the participants’ working days, but also of periods where their workloads increased due to examinations and work placements. This strongly influenced my selection of the research methods; as noted earlier, written and audio diaries enabled participants to record their experiences without being overwhelmed by continuous researcher presence.  [21:  This is including a follow-up phase, which took place in October 2015. This involved participants providing information on their post-FE destinations; I explain this in more detail in the third findings chapter titled ‘Making their way’. ] 


[bookmark: _Toc477643148]10.2 Researcher characteristics
A crucially important ethical issue that warrants attention here is the impact of my own characteristics as a researcher on the participants, namely my status as a PhD student and how this may unintentionally result in social desirability. This was an issue that I extensively considered during the initial planning stages, which led me to broaden the research focus slightly. Although the purpose of the research was to explore the reasons influencing HE decisions and choices, I recognised that participants may have, or develop, alternative post-FE plans, such as employment, further training or apprenticeship schemes. I felt it unfair, and also counterproductive, to restrict the research in this way, as it could frame HE as the ‘correct’ option which may cause distress amongst the participants. Watts and Bridges (2006, p. 270) warn against the ‘playing down’ of alternative aspirations in policy which implies that these are inferior, and explain how their participants ‘resented the implication that they had low aspirations’ (Ibid., p. 283). This concern was amplified by my own characteristics as a PhD student. I was apprehensive that participants may feel cautious about accurately representing their views of HE if these were negative, whilst being aware that I attend university myself. Additionally, participants may have been deterred from taking part if they had no plans to enter HE, whereas views from such participants would be useful to uncover. 
This prompted me to be open to explore any alternative plans that participants may have upon completion of their post-16 studies. In doing this, there was a risk that participants’ responses may diverge from the research purposes, for instance, detailing very general future plans more typical of research focusing on transitions to adulthood (see Cote and Bynner, 2008; McLeod and Yates, 2006; Walkerdine et al., 2001). To minimise this risk, participants were made aware that the research was interested specifically in their plans regarding education, work and training upon completion of their FE studies. This cannot guarantee the eradication of social desirability completely, but the way in which a broader scope of future plans were considered, whether these concern HE or alternatives, can work in minimising this. Broadening the focus in this way proved to be useful, as, while all participants from the outset intended to progress to HE, one did change their mind later in the data collection period. 
As well as my status of PhD student, my age may also influence how participants perceive me as a researcher (Brooks and te Riele, 2013; Heath et al., 2009). This can consequently affect the researcher-participant relationship, as well as shape the types of information that participants disclose. Heath et al. (2009) write how older researchers working with young people can place distance between themselves and participants, whilst relatively younger researchers found their age to be invaluable in facilitating closer relationships. In my own research, the age of my participants ranged from 16-19 at the start of the study. The age gap between them and myself was not substantial, with me being just four years older than the eldest participant. Yet, my own perception of my age is irrelevant here. Rather, what matters is how participants perceive my age, which is difficult to establish unless this is openly discussed. Whilst such discussions did not occur, some participants asked me questions about my university experiences as an undergraduate which may mean that they interpreted this as a fairly ‘recent’ experience for me. Others who discussed the possibility of completing a postgraduate degree one day reflected upon the age they would be when they left education i.e. their mid to late twenties. This could imply that participants had made assumptions about my age based on their understandings of the age one typically graduates from an undergraduate or postgraduate degree. Such interactions can provide indications of how participants perceived my age, but it is entirely possible for individuals to interpret this in very different ways.

[bookmark: _Toc477643149]10.3 Partial co-participation and reciprocity  
Informal conversations with my participants were fairly commonplace. This is where questions concerning my own university experiences, as noted above, were often asked. During recruitment, I always invited potential participants to ask me questions, not just about the research, but about me too. I continued to do this throughout the research when meeting with participants to conduct interviews and focus groups. My motivations for doing so were related to ethical considerations; I felt it to be correct that participants were able to ask me any questions about myself or my experiences, since they were sharing their own with me. This proved to be a useful way to build rapport quickly, where time for focus groups and interviews were limited. As Goodson and Gill (2011, p. 27) state: ‘reciprocally sharing personal experiences and self-disclosure may be necessary for building bridges in research relationships and ought not to be suppressed’. I believe that this was beneficial in solidifying these research relationships, particularly in a longitudinal study where the researcher and participants are required to interact over a substantial period of time.
During such conversations, participants often asked me what I planned to pursue after my PhD studies. This inspired me to complete a diary alongside them to detail my own experiences, decisions and choices regarding my post-PhD plans; I began this during the first data collection phase. I offered participants the opportunity to read my diary at each meeting and also provided them with regular ‘update’ handouts, which included examples of my recent entries (appendix 10). Not only did this provide a way of allowing participants to observe my own thoughts, experiences, decisions, choices and plans, but it acted as a useful way of providing examples of how the diaries could be used if participants encountered difficulties with diary completion. I made a conscious effort to present each entry in different formats; I wrote some descriptive entries in paragraphs, whilst in others I bullet-pointed my thoughts and created mind maps of my plans. I also included drawings to illustrate my written ideas. This proved especially useful in maintaining the participants’ engagement with the diary, as it instilled a sense of confidence in their own abilities to successfully record entries.
By undertaking the same diary task as the participants, this demonstrates some slight similarities with a participatory approach to research (Lansdown, 2005). However, Groundwater-Smith et al. (2015, p. 13) suggest that a participatory approach is accomplished when ‘opportunities for children and young people to shape the project, both in terms of the processes and the outcomes’ are provided. This is not applicable here, in that the design, focus and outcomes of the project were defined by me. Yet, as I participated in the research methods alongside participants, I regarded my role as being a partial co-participant of sorts; in Bytheway’s (2012, p. 4) evaluation of the use of diaries in qualitative longitudinal research, he notes how it is commonplace for researchers to maintain a research diary in qualitative inquiry. He proceeds to recommend ‘thinking of research subjects as “co-participants”’, in that, it is viewed as ‘only a small step to ask them to keep a diary too’. Whilst I had a separate research diary in which I recorded reflections of my interactions with participants, I felt that completing a copy of the same paper diary as them would present this as a shared exercise, rather than a ‘task’ which they were obligated to fulfil.  

11. [bookmark: _Toc477643150]Analysis and interpretation of the data 
So far, I have outlined and justified the reasons behind my choice of methods and, ultimately, how they enable me to succeed in obtaining data to sufficiently answer the research questions. Here, I outline my approach to analysing the data collected from each method: the individual interviews and focus groups, diary entries and questionnaire responses. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643151]11.1 Thematic analysis
In making sense of the interview, focus group and diary data, I used a thematic approach. Thematic analysis is employed when predetermined categories are absent, and are instead induced from data (Ezzy, 2002). This allows codes to be identified from the narratives of participants, which Hartas (2010, p. 303) describes as ‘a concept that describes some reoccurring feature of the data’. This stage is known as open coding (Cottrell and McKenzie, 2011). Interview and diary data were transcribed before commencing with open coding to identify the initial or ‘substantive’ codes (Punch, 2009, p. 183), using NVivo software in doing so to maintain a record of every code used. Following this, I commenced with a process of axial coding which Cottrell and McKenzie (2011, p. 234) explain as ‘drawing a relationship between a category and its sub-categories’. Numerous substantive codes were drawn from the data during analysis, before being axial coded into ten broad themes (appendix 15). 
Since interviews were carried out across college sites approximately once every three months, interview data was transcribed and coded during the data collection period prior to the diaries; the diaries (both audio and written) remained in the possession of the participants until the end of the research period. The longitudinal approach meant that the analysis did not end upon completion of thematic coding. Taking the interview transcripts as an example, the coding of later interview data can cause earlier interpretations to be challenged (Thomson and Holland, 2003). There were some instances where this occurred in my research, with one participant retrospectively explaining that he had previously wished to study in London despite not disclosing this at the time[footnoteRef:22], and another participant painting a very different picture of her family circumstances in her diary in comparison with her interview transcripts[footnoteRef:23]. [22:  This refers to the account of Tony, a Performing Arts BTEC Level 3 participant. This situation is explained more thoroughly in the third findings chapter: ‘Making their way’.]  [23:  This refers to the narrative of Juliette, an A-level participant, which is discussed in the first (‘Finding one’s feet in the landscape of choice’) and third (‘Making their way’) findings chapters. ] 


[bookmark: _Toc477643152]11.2 Analysing both cross-sectionally and longitudinally 
In their reflections of their longitudinal research with young people, Thomson and Holland (2003) provide a useful discussion of their own data analysis. They assert that using a qualitative longitudinal approach calls for both cross-sectional and longitudinal analysis to show the ‘development of a particular narrative over time’ (Ibid., p. 236). My own analysis adopted a similar approach, although, since I only had possession of the interview data until the end of the data collection period, I could only include this in my cross-sectional analysis. 
When diaries were retrieved at the end of the research period, I made an analytical ‘cut’ every three months where possible in order to mimic the analysis of the interview and focus group transcripts. This resonates with Archer’s (2010) approach, as she contends that temporality is an essential part of the reflexive process. In light of this, she explains that an ‘analytical cut’ in time is required to be made to allow analysis to take place, asserting that ‘[i]t is only by separating them in this way that the influences of the past upon the present can be identified and the effects of the present upon the future can be determined’ (Ibid., p. 4). In making this quarterly ‘cut’, the diary entries provide progressive ‘snapshots’ of how participants deliberated their HE decision-making and choices over time. 
Using these three-month segments, I thematically analysed the diaries and compiled a narrative summary of what had taken place for each participant in that specific time frame. For interview and focus group data, I completed this process after each meeting with participants before taking the diary data into account later and merging the two sets of narrative summaries. In merging both interview/focus group and diary data, I was able to draw the threads of their quarterly narratives together to view each participant’s story in narrative form. In doing so, I was able to take into account the ‘longer-term or larger-scale sequences of actions’ from beginning to end (Webster and Mertova, 2007, p. 2). 
To observe narrative causation, I adopted the use of flow chart diagrams to gage a clearer overview of influential factors in participants’ decision-making and choices. I refer to these as Decision Over Time (DOT) maps. This was inspired by Radcliffe’s (2013) diary research exploring work-life decision-making amongst couples where she used a similar approach to make comparisons across time. Radcliffe writes that in using diagrams to represent the types of decisions made, the reasons that motivated these and their outcomes allowed ‘important links involved in this process to be preserved, in a way that a list of themes could not’ (Ibid., p. 169). A list of themes, for example, cannot always be presented in chronological order when compiling a written report of the research findings. The themes derived from the data were not unique to specific research phases; some themes would remain consistent throughout multiple phases of the research, whilst others would be ‘temporary’ and context dependent. Hence, representing these themes within narrative summaries in the form of a flow chart diagram depicting the chronological order that they occurred, can maximise clarity in a longitudinal study (see appendix 16 for individual DOT maps).
Moreover, the narrative inquiry approach not only required the themes and conceptual inferences of the data to be represented when presenting the research findings, but also temporality. The research spanned four chronological research phases. As explained earlier, only six participants took part in the fourth phase, which involved questioning participants on any final changes in their plans, and having them evaluate their experiences of the research (see appendix 6). Different research phases overlapped as a result of participants joining the project at different start dates. This meant that, whilst some participants were engaged in phase three, others were engaged in phase two and so forth (see figure 2). 
In presenting my findings then, I felt it problematic to simply dedicate a chapter to each phase as this structure would lack clarity, with similar themes being repeated throughout and the temporal nature of the participants’ experiences being disregarded. Some participants, for instance, took part in phase two of the research in October/November 2014, two months before the UCAS application deadline. Others took part in this phase in January/February 2015 after applications were submitted, whilst phase three was simultaneously being carried out with others. This meant that some themes in phase two would be similar to those in phase three due to such time-dependent experiences. Each findings chapter then represents a much broader period of time, which slightly overlaps across phases (see figure 3).

[bookmark: _Toc477643153]Organising the chapters in this way allows the key features of narrative inquiry to be captured: temporality and causality (Elliott, 2005). Clandinin and Connelly’s (1990, p. 19) view of ‘temporality’ suggests that all experience, even when considered collectively, is temporal and that narrative inquiry is concerned with ‘life as it is experienced on a continuum’. The structure of the findings chapters allows the exploration of the small details of participants’ narratives in relation to the specific time periods within individual chapters, along with the ‘bigger picture’ (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 116) when the three chapters are considered as a whole. Each findings chapter, then, represents a cross-sectional analysis of that specific timeframe, whereas the chapters considered collectively depict comparisons over time and, hence, a longitudinal analysis (Thomson and Holland, 2003).
11.2.1 Discernment, Deliberation and Dedication
In addition to presenting the findings chapters in a way which captures broader periods of time with overlapping phases, I used Archer’s Discernment, Deliberation and Dedication scheme as a basis for organising the findings chapters (see figure 3). Each chapter then draws together themes relating to each stage of the DDD scheme.

[image: figure 3]Figure 3: Data collection phases and the organisation of the findings chapters
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As a reminder, the DDD scheme involves agents Discerning, Deliberating and Dedicating to a personal project; in nascent morphogenesis where agents are presented with multiple options, this process is essential. The first findings chapter includes themes relating to Discernment. This serves as a ‘logging in process’, where ‘actual and potential items of worth are registered for consideration’ (Archer, 2000, p. 235). During ‘discernment’, individuals do not discriminate between options. Rather, this is about ‘identifying what does and does not matter to a subject’. The second findings chapter focuses on the second stage of the DDD scheme: Deliberation. Deliberation represents the ‘mental activity which, in private, leads to self-knowledge: about what to do, what to think and what to say’ (Archer, 2003, p. 26). Hence, it is more apt to describe the second findings chapter as an exploration of the outcomes of deliberation, for instance, about ‘what to do’, as it is not possible to capture this happening internally.
The third findings chapter is concerned with participants’ Dedication to their post-FE plans. It is important to state here that I do not regard participants’ ‘dedication’ as absolute; Archer (2015) explains that in her empirical work with university students, dedication was rarely reached. Thus, I regard ‘dedication’ in a more flexible sense as being applicable to participants’ post-FE plans only. Due to the age of participants ‘some things will not yet have been encountered or fully experienced - although these can later be incorporated’ (Archer, 2015, p. 129). It is very likely that participants will re-enter the process of Discernment, Deliberation and Dedication while in their post-FE destinations where they are able to engage with different experiences. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643154]12. Drawing the threads together
Following the discussion of my proposed conceptual framework and methodology previously in the thesis, along with my approaches to analysis outlined above, I now draw these threads together to explain how these are employed in practice.

[bookmark: _Toc477643155]12.1 Recognising structure and agency
To begin, it is imperative that I explore how I recognise structure and agency in participants’ narrative accounts. This is important to acknowledge as, according to Denzin (1970), individuals may present accounts as agency-driven; participants can ‘idealise individual agency’ (Riessman, 2005, p. 6), potentially making it more challenging to identify where structural forces are at play in participants’ lives. 
It is not possible, nor is it intended, to objectively identify indications of agency and structure in narratives. Subjectivity on the part of the researcher inevitably shapes the conceptual analysis of the data; as Sjöberg (2005, p. 7) suggests, ‘[i]f the researcher hopes to find evidence for a cherished theory, he or she will usually be able to do so’. In applying Archer’s reflexive modalities, I may, for instance, interpret a participant’s experience as a ‘constraint’ or ‘enablement’ when it is not acknowledged in this way by them. Furthermore, my interpretations will not necessarily be consistent with others’. As will be witnessed throughout the findings chapters, the majority of ‘constraints’ and ‘enablements’ are recognised by participants themselves. This is not consistently the case though, as on some occasions participants do not articulate particular experiences as being impacted by structure, meaning that the analysis in these instances relies entirely on my own interpretation. 
I wish to take this opportunity to reiterate one of my research questions; ‘Do FE students approach such educational decisions as individualised, or are their options mediated by structural limitations?'. I have not embarked on this research to find evidence of either agency or structure and remain open to the possibility of both emerging from the data. I was prepared to allow the data to guide me to my conclusions, as opposed to attempting to impose any pre-conceived ideas on to this. In stating my positionality in the introductory chapter of the thesis, I presented my own personal experiences in relation to the reasons behind my own educational decision-making which contained clear examples of me demonstrating agency and being constrained by structure. Therefore, I do not have a vested interest in identifying structure over agency or vice versa. Instead, I remained observant for either of these emerging in the analysis. In her review of the theoretical literature used in research exploring educational choices, Paton (2007, p. 55) reflects my intentions sufficiently in the following:
It may be that greater progress would be made if more empirical work was conducted by researchers who are prepared to be surprised by what they find and are willing to modify their preconceptions and theoretical allegiances in light of the evidence. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643156]12.2 Balancing narratives and typologies
Earlier, I explained how narrative inquiry and a critical realist paradigm inform my research approach; this enables participants to share their own personal stories, which act as a window to the ontological layer of the empirical to understand their decision-making and choices. However, the application of Archer’s reflexive modes assumes a movement away from focusing entirely on the individual, as is typical of biographical approaches. Instead, applying these different modes involves the application of a level of abstraction to the participants’ narratives. This then shifts the research focus from participants’ individual narratives to Archer’s reflexive modalities. For example, if a number of participants illustrate characteristics related to a specific reflexive mode through their narratives which are then discussed together, this represents a movement away from participants being presented as ‘individuals’. Instead, they are regarded as belonging to a ‘typology’. 

I argue though that some level of abstraction is required to ensure that participants’ decisions, choices and the reasons informing these are provided with sufficient conceptual attention. Due to the number of participants involved, solely presenting narrative accounts would be extremely difficult to accomplish within the constraints of a thesis. At the same time though, I do not wish to lose unique elements of participants’ stories. This introduces the dilemma of how much ‘weighting’ to provide in terms of the attention given to the participants’ individual narratives and their modes of reflexivity. 

In Becker’s (1940) discussion of typologies, he explains how the focus on the particular and general is dependent upon the purpose of the inquiry. In referring back to the research questions, the purpose is to explore participants’ HE decisions and choices. This is deciphered via a thematic analysis of participants’ narratives obtained through diary entries and interviews and/or focus groups. This involves a focus on the particular, where I concentrate on participants’ narrative accounts to evidence such themes. The conceptual framework consisting of Archer’s modes of reflexivity and Bourdieu’s forms of capital are also used as a lens during analysis to satisfy another purpose of my research: to understand if FE students’ HE decisions and choices are individualised or if they are mediated by structural limitations. This comprises a more general focus, in which elements of participants’ narratives are associated with reflexive modes. This avoids reducing the entirety of participants’ contributions to typologies, but allows me to present elements of their narratives in more depth too. 

Understandably, it can be argued that some complexity evidenced by each participant’s individual narrative may be lost with the application of typologies. Yet, it is contestable that Archer’s different reflexive modes should even be considered as ‘typologies’. The very definition of a ‘typology’ may be too rigid here, as this connotes a set of exhaustive categories. This is questionable when considering my data for two reasons: 1) As has already been noted in this chapter and will be discussed more thoroughly later in the thesis, participants did not always conform to one ‘type’ of reflexivity, and 2) Participants who share the same reflexive mode do not demonstrate this in identical ways; they still have different projects, cares and concerns. Archer (2003, 2007, 2012) herself does not use ‘typology’ when referring to reflexivity, but instead uses ‘modality’, which I have remained faithful to throughout the thesis. Unlike ‘typology’, ‘mode’ indicates more flexibility; it is a manner of doing and a way in which something is experienced. 

Regardless of whether autonomous, communicative, meta and fractured reflexivity should be considered as typologies, participants are still ‘grouped’ together when discussing aspects of their narratives, which relate to specific reflexive modes. Whilst I endeavour to use as many examples from each participant as possible when discussing these, and hence, using particular examples to explain general modes, this cannot be exhaustive. Additionally, the application of reflexive modes in conceptually analysing the data leaves less room to include broader elements of participants’ narratives that do not necessarily relate to a reflexive mode. 

Considering the above, the findings chapters do capture the overall essence of participants’ trajectories in terms of their HE decision-making and choices, but some intricate details are clearly lost. It is important to mention though that each participant’s narrative was focused on individually during the analysis, in addition to looking across the dataset as a whole. As explained earlier in the chapter, I constructed individual ‘DOT maps’ in order to summarise themes for analysis in the order they occurred in each participant’s narrative. I also created ‘Reflexive Development’ documents which present an in-depth exploration of each individual participant’s reflexive modes over time (see appendix 20). Therefore, each participant’s narrative has been individually accounted for in the analysis of the data, but it is not possible to include these as a whole in the main body of the thesis. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643157]Summary
The intention of this chapter has been to outline and discuss my methodological approach as well as explain the methods I employ, along with a justification as to why these are appropriate for answering the research questions. I began by providing a brief overview of the history and development of biographical methods, which led me to consider narrative inquiry as a means of assisting me in answering my research questions. I described the key features of narrative inquiry and outlined how I use this as a means of gaining access to the ontological levels of the empirical and actual in order to understand the impact of structural influences on participants’ HE decision-making and choices. I then turned my attention to issues of trustworthiness and truthfulness in narrative research, discussing how this may be identified in the data, as well as how researchers may perceive and deal with intentional dishonesty. Following this, I explained how longitudinal research approaches are complementary to qualitative narrative inquiries; I highlighted not only how this enables changes in decision-making and choices to be captured over time, but also how longitudinal approaches can provide opportunities for analysing the impacts of agency and structure on individual lives. I then concluded the discussion of the methodology with an exploration of the strengths and weaknesses of using a longitudinal research design. 
Upon concluding the methodology, I turned my attention to the methods. I began by explaining how I determined which FEC sites to approach to recruit participants. I then moved on to provide details of the sample characteristics as well as critical reflections on the recruitment process, namely the difficulties involved when liaising with gatekeepers and the occurrence of attrition. 
I discussed each method employed in the research in turn. I have outlined the advantages of using event-based diaries as a research tool and detailed how I designed paper diaries, including information regarding the amount of structure involved in the guidance for completion. Similarly, I have discussed the benefits of audio diaries in my research. Such benefits included providing a non-written alternative to diary keeping for participants, along with their ability to capture both ordinary and extraordinary events. 
Following this, I discussed how I utilised both individual semi-structured interviews and focus groups in the research. I outlined how frequently these were conducted across different FECs and how these worked to establish triangulation. I have also explained how I created and utilised a questionnaire to gather background information on the participants, and explained the use of Archer’s (2007) ICONI in my inquiry.  
Next, I turned my attention to the various ethical considerations involved in designing and carrying out my research. This included describing how I exerted a cautious attitude towards the time demands placed on participants, considerations of how my characteristics as a researcher might influence participants’ interactions with me and how I reciprocally shared my own experiences with participants to facilitate rapport building. 
I then discussed my approach to analysing and presenting the data before finally explaining how the conceptual framework, methodology and methods worked together in practice. In doing this, I explained how I approached the dilemma of recognising structure and agency in participants’ accounts, and how I balanced the representation of individual participants’ narratives and their reflexive modalities when reporting on the research findings. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643158]
Finding one’s feet in the landscape of choice


[bookmark: _Toc477643159]Introduction
This chapter identifies and explores the common themes that emerged during the period between April and October 2014. I explore participants’ initial formulation of their personal projects via a process of ‘discernment’. In terms of educational decision-making, this involved the consideration of what ‘mattered’ to them and how they could represent this through potential future careers. The themes explored here relate to both the early stages of participants’ establishment of their personal projects and their initial considerations on how these may be accomplished. These projects shaped HE decisions and choices, as a degree qualification was regarded as a requirement to realise these. This chapter then outlines findings relating to participants ‘finding their feet in the landscape of choice’[footnoteRef:24], in which they discern their motivations for wishing to pursue HE. [24:  The inspiration for this chapter title arose from a metaphor by Bowe et al. (1994, p. 13) in their work on parental school choice, where they explain that: ‘The experience of “choice” is of a landscape that is neither flat nor unidimensional, nor linear, nor ordered, nor tidy… From where you stand aspects of the landscape may be “out of sight”, and moving across the landscape changes the “way things look”. Decisions are made about the possibilities available on the basis of look, feel and judgement’.] 

In ‘discerning’ the landscape of choice, participants’ narratives were strongly orientated towards elements of the personal, such as biographical experiences and perceptions of the self. I discuss how both positive biographical experiences and perceptions of the self were strongly influential in participants’ initial considerations of their HE subject choice. Participants also frequently discussed their motivations for entering HE and/or pursuing particular careers which required a degree. A key motivation for HE progression amongst the majority of participants, though, was the opportunity to leave home and ‘critically detach’ from their natal contexts (Archer, 2012). 
I then move on to consider the role of social networks in this stage of participants’ HE decision-making and choice. Conversations with friends and family were influential in assisting participants to discern their options. Yet, the assistance and guidance that they could provide was limited for some participants due to the absence of a history of HE attendance. 
Finally, I outline how participants’ outlook on their HE decision-making and choices were, at this stage, overwhelmingly optimistic. Participants felt that their HE intentions were achievable and within reach, with only minimal references to constraints being made which were typically related to concerns over living costs. 

1. [bookmark: _Toc477643160]Subject Choice
The initial phase of the research sought to understand where participants were currently situated in relation to their plans, choices and decisions for their lives after FE. Every participant had initial ideas, and all but one participant (John) planned to enter HE from the outset of the research. These participants had also begun to make decisions about which subject area they would like to study when the time came to apply. 
Since the majority of participants had already decided to pursue HE, I became interested in how they had arrived at their subject choices. The literature notes that students pursue particular subjects on the basis of ‘interest’ and career motivations (Callender, 1997; Kandiko and Mawer, 2012), and this is what also emerged here. Such literature though does not explore how such ‘interests’ are formed; ‘interest’ is often used as an explanatory concept alone (Elsworth et al., 1999). Trend (2009) notes that students’ HE subject choices are often based on enjoyment of the subject area during compulsory schooling. Yet, he does not propose any reasons as to why particular subjects inspire enjoyment amongst different individuals. My own findings indicate that the participants’ enjoyment of a subject, and desire to remain involved in it, stem from a combination of biographical experiences and perceiving oneself as having relevant innate personal qualities. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643161]1.1 Biography as inspiration
Many participants drew upon biographical events and experiences when attempting to define the reasons motivating their interest in their HE subject choices. These ranged from specific events to broader time periods, such as childhood. Three further sub-themes emerged here, including interest, achievement in the subject and long term engagement. These three elements all feature in participants’ biographical accounts of how they initially became interested in their chosen subject areas. 
When participants stated that their interests were formed in childhood, they identified intricate reasons as to why they became interested in their preferred subject at such a young age. Max and Sofia, two BTEC Level 3 Performing Arts students from Ridington College, described this as being a ‘way of life’ for them since early childhood. Both participants were introduced to Performing Arts related experiences in different manners. For Max, his interest began specifically at the age of eight, when he had his first positive experience of performing in a school play:
ZB: How did it start?
Max: [laughs] It’s going to sound really cliché cos everyone probably says it but we did a play called [laughs], have you heard of it: The Pied Piper? When he plays the flute to get rid of all the rats?
ZB: Yeah
Max: And I was cast as the Pied Piper, and I don’t know it just [laughs], at eight years old having like two hundred people clapping you it just felt like the best thing ever! So ever since then I’ve just been like ‘Wow!’ and obviously as I’ve got older the audiences have got bigger and the feeling never changed cos I don’t get bored of that feeling of being on stage. So, I can’t think why I wouldn’t want to pursue this.
(Focus group, October 2014)
Max thus describes how his first experience of performing was rewarding. He makes specific reference to the ‘feeling’ of this as one which has sustained his interest. Undoubtedly, ‘interest’ and ‘enjoyment’ clearly did motivate Max. Yet, his account provides a more detailed insight into why he enjoyed this, which was a result of having a positive psychological response to performing. Köller et al. (2001, p. 449) suggest that interests are driven and ‘accompanied by positive emotions’, which was certainly the case for Max. Max also regarded performing arts as a ‘way of life’, as, since his early experiences of being on stage, he has remained dedicated to this throughout his compulsory schooling up until the present day:
It’s always something that’s continued through primary school, through high school, when I used to take acting classes outside of high school and I used to do it in school and obviously, when I’ve come to college. So it’s like, for me, it’s not just like what I want to do, it’s like a way of life. So it’s like,  just a part of me now.
(Focus group, October 2014) 
Sofia, also studying Performing Arts alongside Max, was specifically interested in dance. She hoped to one day become a professional dancer. Similarly to Max, Sofia identifies this as a long-standing feature of her biography:
I’ve done dancing since the age of five. So, dancing has been a part of me for, I’m bad at maths so can’t really [laughs]- for over ten years!... I struggled with school… I really liked history and I don’t know what it was about history that I found interesting… [laughs] I don’t know what it was, I just got it, so I was like that with Dance. 
(Focus group, September 2014)
Here, Sofia mentions enjoying History during compulsory schooling but is unable to fully articulate the specific reasons informing this ‘interest’. Though Sofia expresses enjoyment of History, it is unclear if she also feels similarly about Dance, as she only mentions this with regard to ‘getting’/ understanding it. Dance had been a key element of her life for a substantial amount of time and it is something she understood well. For Sofia then, ‘enjoyment’ and ‘getting’ (understanding) the subject both appear to be important in instilling interest. However, the only difference between her interest in History and Dance was that she had been engaged in Dance from a very early age. What possibly attracted her to hope to study Dance, then, may indeed be due to the longevity of her commitment to this activity in comparison with History. When the time arrived to apply for college, Sofia mentions that she ‘was really wanting to do History’ (Focus group, September 2014) but her GCSE results were low. This, she explained, was a result of being the victim of bullying, which deterred her from attending her lessons: ‘I did get bullied at school…I never used to really go to most of my lessons cos I was so overwhelmed…cos I only did worksheets then…that’s when my grades did drop’. She then decided to study Performing Arts. It is reasonable to assume that Sofia’s engagement in Dance, outside of her compulsory education from the age of five, provided her with this option; she ‘got’ (understood) both History and Dance, but did not achieve highly in History. Therefore, out of these two interests, Sofia proceeded with the one where her attainment did not hinder her progress and that she had been committed to for the longest length of time. 
Sofia was not the only participant to ‘realise’ her desire to study Performing Arts after considering alternative options first. Sofia’s peer, Tony, had also initially hoped to pursue another route. It was only during secondary school that Tony realised he wanted to study Performing Arts. Tony explained that his realisation emerged when deciding upon his GCSE options. He had originally wanted to be a Game Designer, but felt that he did not have the adequate computing skills to be successful in this: 
Tony: I always wanted to be a Game Designer. I love games! Especially at high school, I loved them so much! I was like ‘I’d love to make my own games’, but I know I’m not academic enough, academically smart enough to do it
ZB: How do you mean? What sort of academic skills do you need?
Tony: Oh God, I’m crap with computers. I am just the worst with computers
ZB: You’re just not computer savvy then?
Tony: Yeah, I’m not as savvy with computers as the game designers! I’ve always found it interesting though, I’ve always loved watching how they create games and like the outcome of the game. It’s just like ‘Wow!’ You create anything you want! Like anything! 
(Interview, September 2014)
Tony explains how he was initially drawn to the flexibility of being able to ‘create anything’ when designing games, but he did not feel that he possessed the necessary computing knowledge to pursue this. He elaborates that ‘I knew it weren’t my thing, so I was like “What else do I like?” and then I did Drama’ (Interview, September 2014). Tony describes how he is highly experienced in Drama as a result of taking part in school plays and attending church:
I’ve always kinda did it, you know in school plays and that. Did it as a kid every year for Christmas, ‘The Birth of Jesus’, cos I went to a Catholic school before I came up to (city). So that happened every year. Obviously went to church and did singing, so in a way I was always performing, and then year 10 I thought “You know what? I like the sound of that”. Like you can be a different person … it’s just so interesting how you can just suddenly become a different person, and like different attributes and different personalities. 
(Interview, September 2014)
Tony locates his interest in Performing Arts in the process of ‘becoming a different person’. Like Sofia, Tony’s commitment to Performing Arts was only realised once he perceived another consideration to be obstructed. In this case, this was his professed lack of computing proficiency. Similarly to both Max and Sofia though, Tony located his initial thoughts of studying Performing Arts at FE level by reflecting on his longstanding engagement in related activities. This then appeared to act as a catalyst for him to consider this path more seriously. What Max, Sofia and Tony all demonstrate through their longstanding interest in Performing Arts is ‘individual interest’, which Trend (2009, p. 256) explains is ‘robust and long lasting’. This is very different from ‘situational interest’, which is described as being ‘generated by the immediate context, such as a learning activity or a particular teacher, and is relatively short lived’ (Ibid.). 
In addition to sustained participation, Max, Sofia and Tony all cited compulsory schooling as playing a role in forming their interests; Tony and Max both mention their engagement in school productions, whilst Sofia opted to study Performing Arts due to negative experiences in compulsory education, which she felt impacted upon her achievement in her original subject choice: History. Having longstanding engagement, positive responses to associated activities (as was the case with Max) and being successful in the subject in question certainly seemed to contribute to the formation of subject interests. This led Max, Sofia and Tony to pursue Performing Arts in their post-16 studies, and it is an area that they wish to continue studying at HE level. 
Not all biographical experiences cited by participants were related to compulsory schooling or long-term engagement in subject-related activities. Two participants - Erin, an A-level student at Collerborough College and John, a Health and Social Care BTEC Level 3 student at Ridington College - both planned to enter a career in the medical field. Erin hoped to study a degree in Adult Nursing before progressing to a postgraduate qualification in Midwifery. Conversely, John was undecided on whether he wanted to progress to HE or enter employment in Residential Care immediately upon the completion of his FE. He was actively considering studying for a degree in Mental Health Nursing, expressing concerns over the lack of opportunities for career progression that he may encounter otherwise. Erin and John’s interests were not related to experiences within compulsory education, but were rooted in specific biographical events that had taken place outside of this. These were experiences that had inspired them to want to help others. Erin expresses that her desire to enter the medical field began after her own and family’s positive experiences with medical professionals:
I dislocated my knee like a couple of year ago, and I absolutely loved the paramedic I had…I was like “I wanna do like something like your job”. And like when my Great Nan went into hospital, like the nurses like, she couldn’t say a bad word about them, and it’s just like that’s the kind of stuff like I wanna be like. Like no one can say a bad word about you, cos you’ve like cared for them as much as you can and stuff. 
(Focus group, June 2014)
Erin expresses that she ‘wants to be like’ these professionals; this is in terms of respect and appreciation where ‘no one can say a bad word’ about her as she is providing them with a high level of care. Gottfredson’s (1981, p. 547) conceptual work on the formation of occupational aspirations is applicable here, in that she proposes: ‘People assess the compatibility of occupations with their images of who they would like to be’. Erin’s experiences with medical professionals has indeed created an image of who she would ‘like to be’, which strongly contributes to the formation of her desire to pursue a career in this field. 
John explains that he hoped to work as a Mental Health Nurse as a result of his own personal experiences:
That’s what I seem most interested in. Just because, I suffer a little bit and most of my friends, and I seem to attract people that have mental health problems whether its depression or bi polar or just anything really. But I’ve suffered with that as well so I know exactly how it feels. 
(Interview, June 2014)
John’s own history of mental health difficulties provides him with a sense of empathy in knowing ‘exactly how it feels’. This has generated an interest in helping others as a Mental Health Nurse. He also elaborates that he is drawn to this line of work for the ‘self-satisfaction’ of helping others:
It’d be the satisfaction as well, the self-satisfaction that I’m actually helping people. Especially in mental health because some people, you know, you could be stopping them from going off and committing suicide or something…I think it’s really nice to think that you could stop that happening, that you can make someone feel like it’s worth living for. 
(Interview, June 2014) 
Helping and caring for others is mentioned by both John and Erin here when explaining the reasons motivating them to study a health-related degree and enter the medical profession. This is consistent with literature from the medical field; in Eley et al.’s (2012, p. 1550) research into personality traits and reasons for entering nursing, they highlight that every participant identified both ‘caring’ and ‘making a positive difference in peoples’ lives’ as the primary reasons for entering the profession. Such altruistic motivations will be returned to later in the chapter, where I discuss this using the conceptual lens of Archer’s (2003, 2007, 2012) modes of reflexivity. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643162]1.2 Intrinsic qualities and passion 
Aside from locating one’s interest in biographical events and experiences, some participants associated specific disciplines with intrinsic qualities. For some, this also extends to perceptions of being naturally predisposed to ‘ways of working’, which resonated more closely with some disciplines than others. 
One A-level participant from Collerborough College, Noel, immediately demonstrates both of these features. At this time, Noel was considering studying a degree in Physics. He identifies that he had ‘known’ he would do this since compulsory schooling, as it incorporates a multitude of his other subject interests:
Well I’ve known I want to do Physics since I was in like year 9, year 10 in school and then I enjoyed Maths in year 10 and 11. Cos I enjoyed Maths I figured theoretical like Physics would be good because it’s just more Physics, but Maths based Physics. So it’s more orientated to what I want to do. And also you do a programming module which is, so like programming in C[footnoteRef:25] which is what, cos I like computers as well.  [25:  A computer programming language.  ] 

(Interview, June 2014)
Noel had already researched potential degree courses online, which he explained was a result of taking part in a widening participation programme with a local Russell Group institution:
(The university) they do a STEM course for Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths… They give you like prospectuses and stuff like that. And I’ve just looked further into the degree, I’ve gone into the website for the degrees at specific unis. 
(Interview, June 2014)
Through studying Physics, Noel concluded he was also able to incorporate his interests in Maths and Computing. Although Noel had ‘known’ he was going to pursue Physics for a substantial amount of time, he reasons that this was initiated by his ability in Maths, his school teacher, and his ‘inquisitive’ and ‘curious’ disposition:
I found I was good at Maths and I found out that my Maths teacher did a Physics degree and that he was interested in Physics…I guess you just kind of get an interest in the subject, mainly from just like, I don’t know…I’ve always been a bit inquisitive I guess, like curious about how things work…I guess like an engineering aspect of like how things around you work, like computers and stuff like that. So I’ve always considered, I want to learn something where I understand how stuff works, just out of curiosity I guess. So that’s why I do the courses I’m doing at the minute really, so I can understand the world around me. 
(Interview, June 2014)
Noel manages to detect his ‘interests’ as arising from being ‘inquisitive’ and curious about ‘how things work’. He is invested in his interests of Physics, Computing and Mathematics, as these are fitting with his ‘naturally inquisitive’ personality. The way that Noel aligns his chosen subject with intrinsic qualities is in line with Holmegaard’s (2015) research findings from his study of Danish secondary school students’ STEM subject choice narratives, where he states that: ‘students’ narratives of making a proper choice was the construction of personal narratives, in which their choice was performed as appearing suitably aligned with their perceptions of themselves’ (Ibid., p. 1466).
Like Noel, Evelynn was also studying her A-levels at Collerborough College. She was considering studying a Geography degree upon completion of her FE and, similarly to Noel, hints at embodying ‘curiosity’, which has led her to be interested in this subject:
I think though like, even stuff like just watching TV programmes about like Geographers, and just when you’re like out places … I’m interested in like looking at things and being like ‘Oh how was that formed?’ like when I’m in the Lake District. 
(Focus group, June 2014) 
Whilst Evelynn depicts her interest as being located intrinsically in wishing to understand ‘how things are formed’, unlike other participants mentioned earlier, her interest was not longstanding. Rather, Evelynn had only very recently considered studying a degree in Geography. Prior to this, she intended to study English Literature or Nursing:
At the start of the year, there was a month, a few weeks, where I was contemplating Nursing, and then English Literature for a while. But then, I didn’t really think there was much you could do with an English Literature degree if you were gonna do, if you were gonna go into something that’s specific to English Literature. Like, I know there’s a lot of jobs that are not degree specific, but I think Geography’d be better, and I enjoy that more as well.
(Focus group, June 2014)
Evelynn was deterred from her earlier plans to study English Literature, as she felt that this did not provide a clear progression route into employment. This motivation to opt for Geography over English Literature corresponds with research by Callender (1997) and Connor (2001). In her research report on HE students’ experiences and expectations, Callender (1997, para 2.2) states that students approached their decision to enter HE in an instrumental manner in order to ‘improve their labour-market prospects and to fulfil their career aspirations’. Connor (2001) notes that instrumental reasons for HE progression were more potent amongst those in NS-SEC groups IV and V. Yet, the data obtained via Evelynn’s background questionnaire places her in category II of the NS-SEC (table 1). Therefore, Connor’s (2001) association between instrumental motivations and students’ NS-SEC category is not wholly applicable here. Callender (1997) explains that subject interest is often cited alongside financial motivations for HE progression. This is apparent in Evelynn’s narrative here; the fact that career considerations have assisted her in developing an initial plan of action does not negate the fact that Evelynn has an intrinsic interest in Geography. Both appear to hold sufficient influence over the discernment of her degree subject. 
As is evident from the above discussion, participants’ subject choices and the interests that fuel these are stimulated by a multitude of influences, experiences and perceptions of the self. Long-term engagement, positive responses, academic attainment, biographical events, and the way that participants perceive their own abilities and qualities, all appear to play a role in the formation of their interests. In turn, this contributes to the discernment of their initial ideas of which subject to pursue at HE level. 
[bookmark: _Toc477643163]2. Motivations
[bookmark: _Toc477643164]2.1 Intrinsic interests and ‘causes’: The motivations of meta-reflexives
The participants’ accounts above strongly demonstrate the ‘intrinsic’ nature of their interests. In terms of reflexivity (Archer, 2003, 2007, 2012), this is indicative of the meta-reflexive mode (see pp. 62-63). As will become evident later in the chapter though, reflexive modalities were not restricted to one mode amongst the participants; many participants depicted ‘dual modes’ when considering different aspects of their post-FE plans (see table 3). Here, I consider the relationship between the meta-reflexive mode and participants’ intrinsic interest in their subject and/or initial career plans. Meta-reflexives tend to commit themselves to vocations that produce internal goods as opposed to external (Archer, 2003). While this does not fully describe the meta-reflexive mode, it is this aspect that I provide attention to in the following discussion. Other aspects of the meta-reflexive mode and alternative modes are considered later.
The participants’ accounts explored previously in this chapter all demonstrate tendencies typical of meta-reflexivity. Noel’s account of his interests in Maths, Computing and Physics and ‘how things work’ corresponds closely with this. When asked why he wished to progress to HE, Noel’s response further depicts intrinsic motivations: 
I just wanna be educated in myself… I used to have a lot of questions when I was younger about Physics and stuff like that, and like just you know like, thoughts, like thoughts. So obviously I just wanna know it from a personal aspect…. I wanna go to uni and hopefully be as educated as possible I guess. 
(Interview, June 2014)
Since Noel has ‘a lot of questions’ about Physics, progression to HE acts as a way for him to continue to engage with this interest. He perceives HE as a method of personal development, allowing him to be ‘as educated as possible’ rather than for any material or financial benefits. The latter would be, according to Archer (2012, p. 189), applicable to the autonomous reflexive mode, who are ‘those most concerned to achieve earnings capable of sustaining an expensive lifestyle’. Meta-reflexives, on the other hand, are ‘pre-occupied with self-examination’ (Archer, 2003, p. 273), which Noel’s focus on self-development closely mirrors. His considerations of potential employment roles also comply with the meta-reflexive mode: 

Essentially I wanna go on from my Physics degree to do some research into like current Physics. So like, there’s string theory and like basically theories that are being theorised right now… failing the research side of it, I’ll always be able to do my own research. Say if I wanted to go onto a PhD if I had, if I managed to successfully get a PhD or go on to do a PhD, then that’ll be like research and contributing in some way which I wanted to do anyway. 

(Interview, June 2014)

When considering his future career, Noel is motivated to ‘contribute to the field’ of Physics research. In Archer’s (2012, p. 235) empirical work with HE students, she writes that none of the meta-reflexives simply attempt to match ‘their ultimate concerns upon entry with an appropriate profession on exit’; her meta-reflexive participants instead consider their HE as an end in itself, with their choices being made ‘in accordance with their interests’ (Archer, 2012, p. 223). Noel’s narrative reflects this point in stating: ‘I wanna learn something where I understand how stuff works, just out of curiosity I guess’. Learning about ‘how stuff works’ appears to be an ‘end in itself’ for Noel; taking his studies to postgraduate level provides him with a means of continuing to engage with his interests, rather than simply matching these with an ‘appropriate profession’. 
Conversely, Erin’s hopes of entering the medical field meant that her degree choice(s) were indeed based on ‘a matter of matching their ultimate concerns upon entry with an appropriate profession on exit’ (Archer, 2012, p. 235). While her motivations for entering this field, as explained earlier, originated from her interest in helping others, she became focused on Midwifery after watching the television programme ‘One Born Every Minute’[footnoteRef:26]:  [26:  A 2010 British observational documentary series aired by Channel 4, which follows the activities taking place on a hospital labour ward. ] 

I just love the thought of like, obviously not the blood, guts and gore that’s happening, but afterwards like, how she’s got a baby and they’re all happy families. Well, usually happy families and all that. And I just think it’d be a really rewarding job. 
(Focus group, June 2014)

The combination of viewing Midwifery as ‘rewarding’, coupled with her desire to ‘be like’ the medical professionals she and her family had encountered in the past, reflect Archer’s (2003) discussions of her own meta-reflexive participants; Archer (2003) writes how meta-reflexives frequently engage in ‘self-work’ as self-development is always a concern. In aspiring to ‘be like’ members of the medical profession, Erin hopes to develop herself to accomplish this.  
Erin’s narrative also indicates another feature of the meta-reflexive mode in terms of responses to enablements and constraints. Archer (2007, p. 98) explains that meta-reflexives are willing to ‘pay the price’ of social constraints to ‘live out their ideal’. This is indicated in Erin’s retrospective reflections of her previous career considerations, where she planned to become a General Practitioner (GP). Unfortunately, this plan was impeded after a tutor advised her during enrolment that her GCSE attainment would not allow her to pursue this:  
So when I came here (to the college) you brought all your results and everything, and I didn’t realise that your GCSEs, if you wanted to go to like, medical, like a medical degree, that you needed like all As at your GCSEs. So I handed her my results and she (the tutor) was like “Oh what are you wanting to be?” and I said I wanted to be like a GP and she went “You’re not gonna be” [laughs]. I was like “Why?” and she went “You (haven’t) got good enough GCSEs, there’s no way that you’re getting accepted.”’ 
(Focus group, June 2014)
Academic constraints meant that Erin was unlikely to be accepted onto a degree that would allow her to become a GP, but has now repositioned her personal project to pursue Midwifery. Although she did not reveal why she initially wanted to become a GP, her dedication to enter the medical field in a different role after encountering academic constraints conveys the sincerity behind her intrinsic motivations. In response to this, Erin did not dramatically alter her personal project to a wholly different employment sector. Instead, she opted to enter the health care profession via a role that does not hold the prestige or status of her previous consideration in order to ‘live out her ideal’ of helping others. 
So far, I have focused on participants who identify their potential degree and/or future career choices as a way to reap intrinsic benefits. Whilst Archer (2003, 2007, 2012) has referred to meta-reflexives as being motivated and guided by their intrinsic interests and passions, she also regards them as being invested in social causes (Archer, 2007, 2012). Just one participant, Bessy, explicitly indicated an investment in ‘causes’ but this was not aligned with her overall personal project. At this stage in the research, Bessy was considering three different paths upon the completion of her BTEC Level 3 in Performing Arts at Ridington College. She hoped to attend drama school to obtain an Acting degree, but felt that her chances may be hindered by her young age[footnoteRef:27]: ‘My age is going to hold me back (unfortunately I’m one of the youngest on my course and an August baby so I always have to wait longer to be able to do things anyways)’ (Diary entry, July 2014). Because of this, she was considering travelling around the world, moving to a new city with her friends, or a combination of the two. Both of these options are regarded by Bessy as a temporary measure to gain ‘life experience’ before reapplying to HE:   [27:  There was a general consensus amongst those studying the BTEC Level 3 in Performing Arts that drama schools typically favour mature students. ] 

If we (friends) get through this last year of college and don’t secure places at drama school then we would like to get a little flat together in (another city) so that we get out and learn some independence and freedom. We would work full time for a year or two and save up money for drama school that way then maybe do travelling for a year then come back older and with some life experience ready to start our training. 
(Diary entry, September 2014)
It is Bessy’s intention to travel that begins to demonstrate her investment in ‘causes’. In her diary, prior to the first interview, she explains how a chance encounter with her hairdresser led her to learn of a route into humanitarian work abroad through a specific travel company:
Went to the hairdressers today, the woman and I were chatting about travelling. Turns out that it’s something she has done for the past few years and it is something I am thinking of doing if I don’t get into drama school straight away. She has recommended (travel company) for round the world trips. They offer trips where you could go to teach abroad or do humanitarian work …I did this last year when I went to Kenya …They offer jobs abroad so I could find work in America or Australia and go live out there for a while but what has really interested me is that they have 2 trips for animal work which I’d love to do! 
1. Is to go to Thailand and work at an Elephant sanctuary helping to look after them, feeding and washing them. 
1. Is to go to South America and help with the protection of sea turtles and learning to scuba dive.
(Diary entry, September 2014)

In this entry, Bessy divulges that she has been engaged in similar work in the past in Kenya. This is not Bessy’s main concern, but rather a temporary avenue until she is able to realise her personal project of becoming an actor. 
Bessy’s account serves as one example of the complex nature of identifying reflexive modes exhibited by young participants. Archer (2015, p. 129) confirms that discernment, particularly amongst young people, is ‘messy’ and ‘incomplete’. This is also accentuated in my study, where multiple reasons and influences for decisions and choices were often presented by participants at any one time. This was especially evident in the discernment phase which acts as a ‘logging in’ process for individuals to decipher what they care about (Archer, 2003, p. 235). Furthermore, young people may still be attempting to understand how to interpret and act on particular concerns. Their post-18 plans may be the first momentous decision that they have been faced with (Galotti, 1995) and aligning their different concerns can be difficult, particularly with few life experiences to act as a point of reference. 
This leads me to provide an explanation of ‘dual modes’ of reflexivity which emerged amongst multiple participants over the entire data collection period. When discussing my adaptation of reflexive modalities in the Conceptual Framework chapter, I explained that I paid attention to participants’ ‘reasons and motivations informing HE progression, their future career goals, indications of social mobility implied by such career goals, visions of their future lifestyles, relationship to their natal contexts, responses to enablements and constraints, as well as responses to the situational logic of opportunity’ (see p. 64). Participants would frequently illustrate one reflexive mode when discussing one or more of these areas along with another mode when considering others resulting in a ‘split’ reflexive mode of sorts. In the following section, I explore other motivations for HE progression cited by participants, which consisted of the hopes of achieving gains i.e. material and financial. This positioned the prospect of obtaining a degree as instrumental to achieving this, which, as will be discussed, corresponds with the autonomous reflexive mode. Within this discussion, however, some of those participants who cited intrinsic interests and passion (i.e. meta-reflexive tendencies) as their motivation are mentioned here, as alternative aspects of their motivations also relate to the autonomous mode. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643165]2.2 Material gains and instrumental rationality 
For some of the participants, progression to HE was required to be profitable in terms of financial and material gains. Obtaining a degree was viewed as a way of gaining access to employment rather than intrinsic benefits. Of course, this motivation has been frequently documented in the literature (Bates et al., 2009; Byrne and Flood, 2005; Callender, 1997; Connor, 2001). In terms of reflexivity, this represents the autonomous mode. Autonomous reflexives are ‘most concerned to achieve earnings capable of sustaining an expensive lifestyle’ (Archer, 2012, p. 189), demonstrate instrumental rationality, have a propensity towards globalised employment and are drawn to competitive working environments. They ‘know what they want in society and formulate clear projects to achieve it’ (Archer, 2003, p. 252). 
To begin this discussion, I focus on David, a Performing Arts BTEC Level 3 student at Ridington College. David was one of only two participants in this early phase whose reflexivity resonated completely with the autonomous mode. I identified David’s autonomous tendencies largely from his personal project; he hoped to work in the Performing Arts industry abroad, specifically in America. In David’s diary timeline, he writes under the six year heading that he would like to be ‘In America getting work all around but still not being broke because this is a very hard business to be in’, and in eight years, to be ‘established in America where performing business works best but harder’. This resembles the globalised employment tendencies of the autonomous reflexive (Archer, 2012). Importantly, Archer (2012, p. 166) observed amongst her own autonomous participants that their family situations encompassed a ‘vastly greater amount of geographical mobility on an intercontinental scale’. David was the only participant to have been born outside of the UK, with his family moving from Poland to England when he was nine years old. He explains how his family intend to return to Poland in the future, but how he would either remain in England or move to America: ‘I’m not from England I’m from somewhere else, from Poland, so my parents are probably like gonna retire soon and go back to live happy…I’m not gonna go back, I’m going to stay here in England or America’ (Focus group, September 2014).
David’s personal project shaped his early HE choices; he hoped to study for an American Performing Arts degree at a drama school in London. He was drawn to this particular degree course as it provided the opportunity to study abroad: ‘You stay in England one year, next year you go to America and study for a year, then you go back to England. So it’s like I get a taste of American Performing Arts’ (Focus group, September 2014). David’s autonomous tendencies are illuminated when he explains his motivation to study in London: 
London’s like the main place in England for Performing Arts. It’s the best place… you’ve got all the companies and stuff around you, so you can just go and check everything out. 
(Focus group, September 2014)  

He presents instrumental rationality when articulating the reasons informing his preference of studying in London; in his view, London will provide him with increased access to opportunities in his field.
Autonomous reflexives are also strategic when faced with constraints and enablements (Archer, 2007), as they ‘avoid “snakes” and climb “ladders”’ (Scambler, 2012, p. 136). David’s choice here serves as an example of intending to ‘climb the ladders’ by opting to study at an institution situated in what he feels is the hub of Performing Arts opportunities. What distinguishes David from other forms of reflexivity here, such as meta-reflexivity, is his focus on increasing access to opportunities for career purposes, rather than a passion for the subject for example. This is not to deny that David had a passion for Performing Arts; he does express that he ‘loved’ Performing Arts as a child which encouraged him to pursue this route (Focus group, September 2014). His focus on career opportunities along with his plans to pursue employment abroad, however, all resonate more closely with the autonomous mode. 
Max was the second participant to demonstrate autonomous reflexive tendencies in the early stages of the research. Earlier in the chapter, Max was provided as an example of demonstrating a longstanding commitment to performing. However, his account of his post-FE plans depict the autonomous mode. At this time, Max was planning to enter the Performing Arts industry to become an actor with a ‘back up’ plan of becoming a teacher:
I’ve kind of got a plan B of being a teacher anyway, so if I don’t get into being an actor, I won’t be too disheartened cos I’ve got something to fall back on. So it’s not really, for now it isn’t a worry anyway. 
(Focus group, October 2014)
In his diary prior to this focus group, Max described that he was fairly certain that he wanted to enter the teaching profession: ‘I felt like I had left my first year of college with a clear plan of what I wanted to do. Teach.’ (Diary entry, October 2014). Max did not provide any motivations for his teaching considerations, but did explain in his diary timeline that in six years’ time, he would like to be ‘living comfortably’ from an ‘established career’. Max may have then viewed teaching as a suitable route to achieve a comfortable living situation should he not achieve this through the Performing Arts industry. 
It is this reference to ‘living comfortably’ that is indicative of the autonomous mode in Max’s account; this alludes to material and financial benefits which form autonomous reflexives’ typical career motivations (Archer, 2012). It is important to note that an instrumental approach to work is also indicative of communicative reflexivity. Archer (2003, p. 197) writes the following on her communicative reflexive participants’ relationship with work:
Its immediate corollary is the adoption of a highly instrumental relation to work; although work may provide a source of satisfaction, its fundamental purpose is to provide the money to service their ultimate concern.
The ‘ultimate concerns’ of communicative reflexives, Archer (Ibid.) found, were family and friendship orientated. There is little mention of this in Max’s narrative at this stage. Instead, he expresses determination to pursue employment in the Performing Arts industry in the future, vocalising aversions to taking ‘the easy way out’; he was willing to enter a competitive industry and was openly critical of those who left education:  
I feel like the easy option would just be to give up your education and just go straight into a job. But I think, I don’t mean to be like rude or patronising, but I think that’s for people who don’t have any drive that think that, and I do have drive, so I would never take the easy option. 
(Focus group, October 2014)
Max’s intention to pursue what he views as the more ‘challenging’ course of action by establishing a career in Performing Arts illustrates the autonomous reflexive tendency to be more attracted to competitive fields. Archer (2012, p. 189), for instance, found autonomous reflexives to be drawn to careers with ‘stringent competition for entry’. A communicative reflexive, on the other hand, would be more inclined to take the ‘easy option’ in order to grant them financial resources to access to their ultimate concerns, which are often orientated around people (Archer, 2003). 
Unlike David and Max, John conveyed an interesting ‘dual mode’ between meta and autonomous reflexivity. His meta-reflexive inclinations were evident earlier in the chapter in his desire to care for others in the medical profession. Alongside this, however, indications of the autonomous reflexive mode frequented his accounts; he placed a high degree of importance on the receipt of financial gains which a degree would provide him with: ‘Quite frankly, it’d be whatever gives me a better wage. That’s it. If I get a better wage that’s all I’m fussed for at the minute’ (Interview, June 2014). However, John remained undecided on his post-FE intentions at this time. He explained that he was uncertain whether to remain in education or seek employment opportunities in Residential Care:
I’m not sure. I know that I definitely want to go into Care, and whether I go on to university and train to be a Nurse or, if I jump straight in to being a Care Assistant in Residential Care and then I’m not sure on that yet. I’m still a bit iffy… if I get offered a place at uni I can have the choice whether to say “No I want to go and work” or “Yes I do want to carry on”. At the minute, like it’s completely 50 50. 
(Interview, June 2014)
John was tentative about doing ‘more education’. Later in the interview, he expressed that he regards education as ‘patronising’ and conveys frustration with studying as there is ‘no money involved’. Morrison (2008) noted similar findings in his work with vocational FE students, in which he cites Ball et al.’s (2000) ‘exhausted learner identities’ as an explanation. Exhausted learner identities arise when there are no perceived sources of ‘positive identity’ in the educational environment (Ball et al., 2000, p. 45). Morrison (2008, pp. 356-357) notes that exhausted learner identities were not only associated with the content of his participants’ studies, but also the institutional environment. John’s account indicates a disgruntled attitude with the educational environment, describing it as ‘patronising’. Yet, he does begin to consider that a degree may be ‘worth it’ in terms of future financial benefits: 
If I can get through that (HE) and then, then bounce off into a decent paid job then I think it’d be, I’ll look back and think that was actually worth it, them few years of me bitching and moaning about being poor then next thing you know you’ve got a decent wage, you’ve got a decent job. 
(Interview, June 2014)
Hence, HE progression is perceived in instrumental terms to access a ‘decent paid job’. Education was felt to be something to ‘get through’ rather than engage with. John’s comments clearly communicate the prioritisation of financial advantages; he dislikes education due to the lack of financial incentives but, at the same time, feels a degree will allow him to access greater monetary rewards. 
John’s prioritisation of financial returns from education may arise from his socioeconomic circumstances. In later phases, he makes dissatisfied references to the area where he lives:
Dad’s just like “I wish I’d have gone to university, look at me, we’re living in an estate in (area) and it’s a shit hole and you know, if you go to university you get them grades and you get that job, you can live somewhere nice”. 
(Interview, October 2014)
Sort of motivated by money I guess. I want to be up there, I want to be able to say ‘I want that right, I can get that now’ and you know, live somewhere decent and not in a little crappy estate in (hometown). 
(Interview, January 2015)

By increasing the chances of obtaining a desirable income in order to live somewhere other than a ‘crappy estate’, John appears to regard HE as a passport out of poverty (Jackson and Cameron, 2014), a way to ‘live somewhere nice’. 
Although material and financial concerns are often at the forefront of autonomous reflexives’ career choices, Archer (2012) also suggests that they plan to follow a disjointed career path. This involves spending a number of years in one career to ‘establish themselves from the start’ (Ibid., p. 166) before moving on. This career trajectory was expressed by Evelynn. I explained earlier that Evelynn had expressed an intrinsic enjoyment of Geography which she planned to study at degree level. Her reasoning for opting for Geography was also related to enhanced employment opportunities. This combination of following her intrinsic interests and being instrumental in her HE subject choice reflects both autonomous and meta-reflexive tendencies. What depicts Evelynn’s autonomous reflexive mode more intensely though is her hopes for a varied and flexible career path: ‘I definitely wanna get more education and be able to like, get higher in careers and change it from time to time without having to stick in just one job’ (Focus group, June 2014). I posit that this desire for flexibility also resonates with the autonomous reflexive tendency to competitively adapt to the situational logic of opportunity. As explained in the Conceptual Framework chapter of the thesis, the variety created by the lack of restraint to routine action in the context of nascent morphogenesis results in agents being faced with the situational logic of opportunity (Archer, 2012) (see pp. 54-55). In this context, individuals need to ‘experiment, to migrate, to innovate and to elaborate’ (Archer, 2012., p. 42) due to an absence of clear paths. By intending to change her career ‘from time to time’, Evelynn appears to be remaining open to ‘experimentation’ in nascent morphogenesis. Similarly to David, Evelynn also conveys globalised employment tendencies: ‘I’ve always wanted to travel and I think it’s a good degree to do and you can like, a lot of the work is quite hands on when you’re going in to work after university’ (Focus group, June 2014). 
Sofia’s motivations to enter HE were comparable to Evelynn’s; she too represented both autonomous and meta-reflexive tendencies. Like Evelynn, Sofia frequently provided intrinsic motivations for her plans, whilst also being instrumentally rational. In her diary, prior to the first interview being undertaken, she struggled to discern one specific future plan. Through the use of a mind map, she communicated that she was considering multiple options. These included attending university or drama school to study Dance before entering the performing arts industry, to travel and take a gap year, to learn the Russian language or to continue to improve her dancing and singing abilities (see figure 4). 
[image: ]  Figure 4: Sofia’s diary entry, June 2014

Sofia’s discernment of her options therefore occurred early. By the time she had her first interview in September (2014), she had decided that dance college or university was her primary concern; ultimately, she intended to establish a career in Dance, specifically ballet. Sofia had dovetailed this with her previously noted plan to travel, elaborating that she had a keen interest in this: ‘I always like to go somewhere far as well. I’ve never liked to stay in one place, so like, I like travelling and that’ (Focus group, September 2014). Despite Sofia positioning this as an intrinsic interest, she proceeds to explain how travel is a requirement of her chosen career path: ‘It’s mainly like, as its ballet and mainly the main place will be in Europe, because like Eastern European area, cos that’s where the main ballet is’ (Focus group, September 2014). Furthermore, her desire to learn the Russian language is framed in her diary as arising from intrinsic interests (‘interesting language to learn’) and as motivated by the returns this will later provide, noting that it will ‘help (her) in the future’. Sofia then initially presents her hopes of travel and language learning as arising from intrinsic interests, but proceeds to divulge that these are necessary to access career opportunities, thus demonstrating instrumental rationality (Archer, 2012). 
Sofia’s interests in travel and language, as well as the requirement to pursue opportunities internationally to build a career in Dance, are translated into her HE intentions. Sofia dovetails a degree in Dance with her hopes of travelling by considering applying to an Arts Institute in Spain. Concurrently, she deliberates locating relevant degree programmes at HEIs in London for the same reasons as David, in that she regards this as the ‘main place’ for opportunities in Performing Arts: 
I think my other one I would like to go to London, so I’m stuck, cos I would like to go to somewhere. Cos like London like you (David) said, main place really. Like I say, I was looking at another place in (Spanish City). 
(Focus group, September 2014) 
As I explained when discussing David’s motivations earlier, the way that Sofia ponders studying in a location based on the availability of opportunities reinforces the notion of instrumental rationality in informing her choices. Autonomous tendencies are also apparent in Sofia’s account, in that she is drawn to entering a competitive field. She stresses that dance careers are often short-lived and, as a result, there is pressure to enter the industry quickly: 
I have a year or two to kind of improve myself to get into dance college or university because a dance career’s not that long. So I do feel the pressure cos I’ve got to work a lot harder and it’s a lot more pressure…It can progress into other stuff, but to be an actual Dancer, the career’s not that long. 
(Focus group, September 2014)
Sofia comments that there are opportunities to progress onto ‘other stuff’ after a limited time in the industry, which is again in line with the typical career trajectory of an autonomous reflexive (Archer, 2012). 

[bookmark: _Toc477643166]2.3 Critical detachment: Yearning for independence and the establishment of ‘otherness’
One prominent motivation for progressing to HE was that it provided participants an opportunity to leave their homes and establish independence (Mulder and Clark, 2002). All but one participant planned to leave the family home to engage in HE. Participants frequently spoke positively of leaving aspects of ‘familiarity’ behind, such as their families and hometowns. This contrasts with the notions depicted in the literature, such as students from working-class localities wishing to remain at home to avoid risks and maintain a sense of familiarity (Bathmaker, 2010; Christie et al., 2005; Holdsworth, 2009; Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005). Instead, participants’ yearning to leave home represented features of meta-reflexivity; they strove for ‘otherness’ by leaving their natal contexts and sought to ‘critically detach’ from these (Archer, 2003; Archer, 2012). 
Existing research focusing upon transitions to HE and the prospect of leaving home has suggested that those from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to remain at home and study locally (Holdsworth, 2009; Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005). Remaining at home, or close to home, can act as a way of maintaining confidence regarding ‘space and place’ to reduce risks (Bathmaker, 2010, p. 89), and minimise threats to identity (Ball et al., 2002; Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005). This diverges considerably from the intentions expressed by the majority of participants in my inquiry, where leaving behind familiarity was actually sought. Paola, a BTEC Level 3 Performing Arts student at Ridington College, explained how she had been searching for HEIs that were located outside of her hometown:
Like I’m looking at places that are definitely not in (hometown) cos, I don’t wanna spend any more time in (hometown) seeing as I’ve spent enough already. Like I want to go see some different places, and meet new people.
(Focus group, September 2014)
For Paola, choosing an institution that is located anywhere but her hometown appears to be a priority in her initial considerations of HE. Experiencing new places and meeting new people was desirable. Seeking ‘otherness’ outside of one’s natal context is a feature of meta-reflexivity (Archer, 2012). According to Archer (Ibid., p. 208), this is due to meta-reflexives being responsive to ‘new variety’ and, consequently, drawn to the situational logic of opportunity.
Rather than hoping to solely experience ‘otherness’, participants wished to break away from their natal contexts to learn how to be independent. This is adequately demonstrated by John, David and Sofia in the following: 
Just the independence really, I think it’d be good. I wouldn’t want to go to uni in (hometown) cos I could stay at home and live with my dad and sponge, and I don’t want to do that. I want to go far away and be on my own and, if I do make a bit of a balls up of it, then I know it’s my fault for - cos then it’s like me, cos I’m an independent. I don’t like to think that, like he’s supporting me or anything. I want to know I can do it for myself. 
(John, interview, June 2014)
I’ve had enough time with my parents, so I like… I just wanna get used to an independent life. That’s what I’m gonna do with the rest of my life so I may as well get used to it very early. So yeah, just learn to look after myself far away, on my own. 
(David, focus group, September 2014)
I want to be as well really independent, cos I was thinking as well like, either (Northern university) or (Northern university) and like (a Northern Performing Arts institute), but like I’ve a very big family and half, literally half my family’s like in (county), so I don’t really want to, kinda be near to my family sort of thing and that. I know that sounds a bit mean, but it’s just that I wanna like, like what David said, to be independent, to do it for myself… I wanna go to somewhere new and not have like family cos like, I don’t want to be really too dependent on my mum and dad as well. 
(Sofia, focus group, September 2014)
Here, both John and Sofia view ‘independence’ as ‘doing it for themselves’ and HE provides a means of accomplishing this. David expands upon this idea by explaining that living independently is what he will need to do eventually, and thus perceives leaving home for HE as a learning experience in preparation for adulthood (Furlong and Cartmel, 2007). John, Sofia and David then all appear to view HE as a way of establishing their own independence. Yet, Patiniotis and Holdsworth (2005, p. 82) highlight socioeconomic differences in perceptions of leaving home, explaining that for middle-class families, leaving home is regarded as ‘an important first step towards adulthood and independence’, whereas working-class students ‘may prefer the emotional security of remaining close to family and friends while participating in the unfamiliar world of HE’. Patiniotis and Holdsworth (Ibid.) also cite Giddens’ (1991) concept of ontological security as a way of providing an explanation as to why some young people remain at home whilst attending HE. Ontological security, as Giddens explains, is supported by routine in our everyday lives. Patiniotis and Holdsworth (Ibid.) suggest that progressing to HE, for those who have no family history therein, results in uncertainty. This, in turn, may ‘reflect a need to maintain the ontological security of family and community when stepping into the insecure and uncertain world of HE’ (Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005, p. 85). The latter, however, did not arise here which is notable considering that Sofia, David and John are first generation students and, hence, HE is likely to be an ‘unfamiliar world’ (Ibid.) to them. Patiniotis and Holdsworth do highlight though that this was not applicable to all cases; for low-income students, leaving their home communities was sometimes viewed as ‘a way of widening their social and academic horizons’ (Ibid., p. 91), which is more in line with my own findings.
Meta-reflexives engage with new experiences for the purpose of experimentation alone, rather than for any external benefits (Archer, 2012). Earlier in the chapter, David and Sofia depicted their motivations for relocating as a way of seeking opportunities in their field, which is more in line with the autonomous mode. Instead of ‘critical detachment’ from their natal contexts – a tendency of the meta-reflexive, autonomous reflexives experience ‘enforced independence’, which often arises from being required to take on adult responsibilities and facing ‘contextual incongruity’ in the family home. From the information provided, David and Sofia exhibit the instrumental rationality typical of autonomous reflexivity when considering possible HEI locations. Yet, in deliberating the process of leaving their family homes and communities, they convey the critical detachment of meta-reflexivity. Hence, the contexts that they are leaving and the destinations they seek are deliberated as separate processes. 
While John, David and Sofia all show elements of critical detachment in order to establish independence, the accounts of other participants emphasise critical detachment for ‘otherness’. In discussing the meta-reflexive mode, Archer (2012, p. 208) explains that seeking ‘otherness’ is a method of dissociating from the modus vivendi of an individual’s social background. She continues that this arises from the individual’s evaluation that ‘there must be better than this’. They therefore desire a different life to that which they have already experienced in their natal context (Archer, 2012). 
Juliette, an A-level student at Collerborough College who hopes to become a Sociology teacher, demonstrated a strong sense of determination to detach from her natal context in order to achieve this ‘otherness’. In her diary, she wrote extensively of her domestic responsibilities at home. With three younger siblings, Juliette’s mother depended upon her to assist in their care. She expressed how she ‘needs a life’ away from these responsibilities, and wants to leave her hometown which she refers to as a ‘horrible place’ (Diary entry, July 2014). Initially, Juliette’s relationship with her natal context reflects the ‘enforced independence’ of the autonomous reflexive. ‘Enforced independence’ is a result of young people taking on adult responsibilities in the home, along with an absence of ‘relational goods’ (such as trust and reliance) and ‘relational evils’ (the opposite of relational goods e.g. demeaning/degrading) (see p. 61). These collectively contribute to an absence of ties in the family unit (Archer, 2012). Juliette’s narrative, however, does not indicate a lack of ties as she later refers to her family as ‘close knit’, explaining that even if she were to leave home for HE, she would ‘still need to be there (at home) if needed’ (Focus group, September 2014). Instead, her mother’s high level of dependency on her means that Juliette’s domestic responsibilities have created and maintained ties. I contend then that whilst Juliette’s natal context does indeed demonstrate features associated with the autonomous reflexive mode, the presence of family ties, alongside Juliette’s yearning to move on, demonstrates critical detachment. Archer (2012, p. 101) explains that meta-reflexives can exhibit critical detachment through aiming to establish ‘disassociation’ from their parents. This represents Juliette’s reasoning behind her eagerness to leave the family home, as she goes on to write: ‘My mother wants me to stay at home so that she can still depend on me and keep me close – Touching…really…but I don’t wanna stay here’ (Diary entry, July 2014). Independence from her home then, I argue, is not enforced but rather sought. 
One motivation then for progressing to HE is that it provides the opportunity for the participants to detach from their involuntary social placements and encounter new experiences. For these young people, moving away to embark upon their HE appears to mark a way of disengaging from the modus vivendi in which they have been raised. 
It is unclear, though, why these predominantly first generation students (aside from Juliette) attending FECs in LPNs, in contrast with the literature (Christie et al., 2005; Holdsworth, 2009; Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005), wish to leave familiarity behind. Fuller (2014) encountered similar findings in her research into the role of trust in progression to HE. Her participants, who attended a school in an area of disadvantage, all wished to leave their localities for HE. Fuller (Ibid., p. 141) speculates that this may be a result of her participants ‘having developed a trust in the broad system of education’, which concurrently led them to feel ‘comfortable and confident enough to be able to move from the familiar to the unfamiliar’. There is a lack of evidence for this sense of ‘trust’ in my own inquiry however. The participants seem to be motivated by the wish to exist in a new social context for independence, and are propelled by feelings of disenchantment with their home localities. This appears to hold enough power in their reasoning at this stage of the research to leave home. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643167]3. The role of social networks
[bookmark: _Toc477643168]3.1 Friendships, emotional support and the creation of social capital 
The role of social networks in decision-making has been frequently documented in educational choice research. Scholars (e.g. Ball, 2003; Ball and Vincent, 1998; Reay et al., 2005) have applied Bourdieu’s concept of social capital to highlight how some individuals may receive advantages from particular social contacts and/or involvement in groups. In the Conceptual Framework chapter, I problematised Bourdieu’s definition of social capital, arguing that his focus on inheritance negated the possibility that individuals could create their own capital. Whilst the role of family in HE decision-making literature is pertinent, friendships were raised more frequently by participants as being important for accessing ‘hot knowledge’ (Ball and Vincent, 1998), providing emotional support, encouragement (Reay et al., 2001b) and a ‘sounding board’ to voice their HE intentions (Greenbank, 2011). I discuss instances of each of these before considering the role of ‘bridging’ social capital (Putnam, 2000) through which participants were able to access insights from friends already engaged in HE. I assert that, for these young people, conversing with friends or even acquaintances who had experienced HE conveys the creation of their own social capital (Fuller, 2014). 
As discussed in both the Literature Review and Conceptual Framework chapters of the thesis, existing literature suggests that those with a family history of HE have the advantage of access to social capital to utilise in their decision-making (Reay et al., 2005; Slack et al., 2014). More ‘valuable’ knowledge (i.e. ‘hot knowledge’) can be accessed through experienced social networks, but such access may be disproportionately available between advantaged and disadvantaged groups (Ball and Vincent, 1998; Slack et al., 2014). Yet, accessing ‘hot knowledge’ was evident in some participants’ accounts. This was accomplished by drawing on information provided to them by friends already engaged in HE. I propose that, through this, the participants demonstrate ‘bridging’ social capital (Putnam, 2000). Participants often used this as a way of gaining understandings of what university life involved, rather than as a means of extensively shaping their decision-making. John, for instance, did not utilise ‘hot knowledge’ in making decisions about HEIs or degree courses. As noted earlier, the prospect of ‘doing more education’ was off-putting for John. Although, after speaking with a friend who was currently undertaking HE study, John received clarification on work-load expectations which resulted in him positioning this level of study as distinct from FE:
I’ve heard that it gets better when you get to university. Like college is just one assignment after one assignment, and there’s just no stop. And then I was complaining to a friend and he says that once you get to university it’s not like that at all. It’s completely different. It does ease off a bit. 
(Interview, June 2014)
Conversing with a friend already engaged in HE was beneficial for John, as this allowed him access to the ‘hot knowledge’ of the academic demands involved in degree study. Having friends engaged in HE can hence demystify aspects of university life and rectify misconceptions. John did later decide to apply to HE and, while the influence of such exchanges with this particular friend was uncertain, he appeared to view HE more favourably upon learning that its demands are different to those he had already experienced in FE. 
Max also found ‘insider information’ useful in the discernment of his post-FE intentions. Unlike John, this was not related to enhancing his understandings of academic commitments, but was directly applicable to the HE decision-making process. After becoming interested in an institution that he had discovered via a UCAS convention, Max consulted a friend who was a currently studying there: 
One of my friends also goes there and she was telling me about it and I’m kinda glad I spoke to a student rather than a tutor, because they’re not gonna sugar coat it if they don’t think it’s good. 
(Interview, September 2014)
Max demonstrates a distrust of ‘cold knowledge’ provided directly by the institution, expressing that a friend would avoid ‘sugar coating’ their experiences, hence, making them more trustworthy. This, I argue, is an example of ‘bridging’ social capital; Max actively sought out the guidance of a peer studying at the institution that he was considering and received information to aid him in his decision. 
Similarly, Noel demonstrates bridging social capital with work colleagues. Through these colleagues, he was able to make judgements regarding the work/social life balance at a Russell Group institution that he was contemplating applying to: 
I know a lot of people that go to (Russell Group university) that like go out and stuff. Cos at my part-time job there’s like, I know people that go to the uni and a lot of them are like going out and stuff. But on visits to the uni, it seems like a place where you’ve kind of like got the balance. If you want to go out you can, or like, or if you need to study you can stay at home. 
(Interview, June 2014)
With John, Max and Noel being first generation students, such knowledge may not be available within their families; later in the chapter, I note how Max cannot discuss his HE intentions with his family, as they do not hold the requisite knowledge to assist him. It is also worth mentioning here that in the second phase of the research, Noel spoke of how his family disliked the idea of HE. This arose from their own negative educational experiences: 
My mum’s not that bothered. She just thinks “You’re doing what you want” basically. But she didn’t go to uni, neither did my dad so they’re not that bothered…Basically nobody wants, well, nobody’s like necessarily wanting me to go to uni… they all have like either not great experiences, or they’re not that fond of the idea. 
(Focus group, February 2015)
With his parents’ negative experiences of education and their disinterest in HE, Noel may be unable to receive support and guidance from them in his HE decision-making. Yet, he manages to draw knowledge from colleagues who have experience of the institution he is contemplating and, therefore, benefits from bridging social capital. 
Although I have argued against Bourdieu’s focus on the inheritance of social capital transmitted from parent to child, elements of social reproduction are still important to consider here. In Hill et al.’s (2015) research of ‘social capital for college’ in the US, they found that when peers were frequently used for advice, information and guidance, they were less likely to enter higher status institutions. Hill et al. speculate that more valuable knowledge may be better derived from parents, teachers and guidance counsellors. However, they also note that a limitation of their study is that background information on participants’ peers was not gathered. The quality of information provided by peers can be determined by a number of features of their background, including their own and their parents’ levels of education, their socioeconomic background and whether they are first or second generation students. In my own inquiry, I did not collect such information regarding participants’ peers either. It is notable to highlight that the institution Max was considering is an FEC, which contrasts with the status of the Russell Group that Noel contemplates here; as stated in the introductory chapter, Parry (2009, p. 324) suggests that the status of FECs is sometimes perceived as being ‘at the lower end’ of HE provision. Max did not elaborate on how he came to be friends with the individual he sought information from; this friend may have had a similar background to himself, leading to a process of social bonding instead of bridging. As Putnam (2000) explains, bridging is associated with acquaintances and ‘loose ties’, rather than close connections. Noel, on the other hand, received information via such ‘loose ties’ i.e. colleagues from his part-time job, which may have provided him with knowledge derived from a broader spectrum of experiences.  
Friends were not only used as a source of hot knowledge by some participants, but also acted as a ‘sounding board’ for ideas (Greenbank, 2011). Tony makes reference to this in the following:
I’ll talk to my friends like David, and (friend) and (friend), my girlfriend, and you know, we’ll all talk to each other you know, about where we wanna go, if we’re gonna stay here for another year then go. You know, what courses we wanna study, you know… you tell each other what you feel like you wanna do but then someone else says something and you go ‘Oh, actually, will that work for me?’ So it’s like bouncing off one another. 
(Interview, October 2014)

In being exposed to different options and ideas via his friendship group, Tony appears to gain inspiration for his own future plans. He describes this exchange as ‘bouncing off one another’, indicating that his friends act as both a ‘sounding board’ and a way of discovering new ideas. 
Like Tony, Paola also consults peers about her post-FE plans. Rather than seeking inspiration though, Paola presents her discussions with friends as a way of obtaining emotional support and encouragement:
(I) speak to like tutors and stuff and like also friends… you can be like “Ok I want to do this” and people (would) be like “Yes! Cos that’s what you’re good at!” and they encourage you as well to go and do it. 
(Focus group, September 2014)
Confirmation of her abilities from her peers provides Paola with a sense of encouragement to ‘go and do it’. Whilst this emotional support has a motivating effect on Paola, this does not operate, as Reay et al. (2005, p. 113) state, ‘as a resource that can be mobilised productively in the choice making process’. Emotional support may not act as a means of practical guidance according to Reay et al., but, for Paola, this seems to be a valuable resource in negotiating the initial stages of her decision-making by helping her realise what she is ‘good’ at. 
Participants and their friends were also actively involved in each other’s decisions. According to May, a BTEC Level 3 Performing Arts student from Ridington College, she and her friends provide assistance to one another when locating HEIs: ‘Like, we all talk to each other about it, we all like say “Oh I found a good university” and then we all just give it to each other and we all have a look [laughs]’ (Focus group, September 2014). The way that the Ridington College participants were willing to offer assistance and encouragement to one another represents a collective approach to HE decision-making. Reay et al. (2001a) found that collective decision-making was apparent in FEC sites, whilst this was more individualised and competitive in other types of post-16 institution. In her earlier work, Reay (1998) also found that females were more likely than males to discuss their future plans together, but no gender differences emerged here; the Performing Arts participants at Ridington represented an almost equal gender mix, with 40 % male and 60% females. Although this collective support emerged amongst the Performing Arts students at Ridington College, this was not the case for John who studied Health and Social Care at the same institution. This may indeed be related to the collective nature of the Performing Arts course; students were expected to work together in groups on a daily basis and depended on each other in assessed performances. Their dependency upon each other in their daily learning may also provide a reason as to why collective conversations about their decision-making did not present any gender differences unlike in Reay’s (1998) work. There was a sense throughout the research of collective support generally amongst the Performing Arts students. For example, parts of a transcript from a focus group carried out during the final phase was characterised by Paola providing detailed advice and support to Tony to soothe his anxieties over his coursework. Independent course work and assessment, on the other hand, formed the basis of the Health and Social Care BTEC Level 3 and those studying A-level courses at Collerborough College. 
Collective decision-making, along with seeking inspiration and emotional support from friends, was not evidenced by all participants. Rather, one participant, Noel, used information from friends for instrumental purposes:

Usually like, well since school, you talk with people about like what they’ve thought about, what they want to do. So obviously friends are a good source of ideas for what you might want to do…cos like they might have someone exactly like me that’s got like other people they know that, it’s just like a chain of people that know things…it’s like a network, so you just, you acquire information I guess on like ideas on what you could do. 
(Interview, June 2014)

Initially, here, Noel begins to cite ‘inspiration’ as a beneficial outcome for discussing plans with friends, just as Tony had done. However, Noel expresses this in an instrumental manner, in that he focuses on how this can enable him to access ‘people that know things’. This is presented differently to Tony’s narrative; Tony questions whether ideas posited by friends will ‘work for him’ and expresses this as a supportive dialogue of sharing, rather than as an instrumental approach to accessing advantageous information. Noel’s account conveys similarities to the participants in Brooks’ (2003a) work on HE decision-making amongst sixth form college students. Brooks explains that HE decisions were rarely discussed. Instead, ‘[h]igher education was reserved as a topic of conversation for close friends only if they served some “pragmatic” purpose’ (Ibid., p. 253). This is consistent with Noel’s account; he appears to only discuss plans with friends if this will assist him in locating contacts with useful information. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643169]3.2 Family involvement: Discerning through ‘thought and talk’
Unlike the role of friendship, family was seldom mentioned by the majority of participants in terms of retrieving information, advice and guidance. Only one participant (Daryl) made reference to drawing on the knowledge of his family to aid him in his choices. This does not mean that participants did not consult their family over any aspect of progressing to HE. In doing this, some participants demonstrated elements of ‘communicative reflexivity’ (Archer, 2003, 2007, 2012), but only in part. 
Communicative reflexives are required to seek confirmation from others before being able to commit to a decision (Archer, 2003). Having discussions with ‘similar and familiar’ interlocutors to practise ‘thought and talk’ is necessary to accomplish this process (Archer, 2012). This contrasts substantially with autonomous and meta-reflexives who deliberate internally instead. A total of four participants all conveyed these communicative tendencies here. Interestingly, most of these participants (Paola, Bessy and Erin) always depicted a ‘dual mode’, in which elements of meta-reflexivity were also present.
Bessy was a meta-reflexive in the sense that she hoped to critically detach from her natal context and avoid following in her family’s footsteps: 
Like all my cousins and my brother, they kinda like just met someone straight away… and they’ve just got houses and like got married and just, and I look at them and just, I don’t know. It just makes me not want to do that, cos I just think like it’s just a bit boring innit? 
(Interview, September 2014)
However, Bessy also made reference to discussions with a ‘similar and familiar’: her mother. She recites a recent conversation in which she required advice from a ‘wiser’ person to assist with her plans of moving to a new city with her friends: 
I feel like my mum’s useful to talk to because obviously she’s older and wiser, so like cos I got home and were like “Yeah we’ve said we’re off to (city)” and what not, and I was kinda half expecting it to be like “No you’re not, how can you afford that?” but, like, she was like “Oh yeah that’s a good idea”. But like, with my mum, obviously she’s older and more wise like. So having my mum like to chat to is like, she is the wise one that kind of understands like how the world works and how money works like…she’s a bit more got a sensible head on with it so she can like bring me back down and be like “Yeah but what about this?” and like “Can you do this because of this?”. 
(Interview, September 2014)
Bessy then feels that it is useful to gain a ‘sensible’ perspective on her plans from someone who is more experienced in understanding the workings of the world. Interestingly, Bessy does not seek explicit ‘confirmation’ in her exchange with her mother, as she seems committed to her plans to relocate prior to this discussion; she did not ‘require completion and confirmation by others before resulting in courses of action’ (Archer, 2012, p. 318), but opted to share her plans with her mother to gain a more ‘sensibly’ informed perspective. It is, therefore, uncertain whether Bessy is depicting clear ‘thought and talk’ communicative tendencies. Her mother was in agreement with her plans and it is unclear if she would have modified these were her mother to disagree. 
I posit that when the communicative tendency to engage in ‘thought and talk’ is present alongside a meta or autonomous reflexive mode, that this can be attributed to participants’ age and level of life experience. Bessy has never lived independently, so is seeking additional information from her mother who already ‘understands how the world works’. There are then some plans that these ‘dual mode’ participants may be unable to consider independently due to limited prior experience. 
A comparable situation is presented by Erin when she explains how she seeks assistance from her mother in ‘narrowing down’ her HE choices:
I find usually I get muddled in my own head, like “Oh this uni’s good but this one does this” and all this. So like to actually get it out and like, mum helps me lay it all out and like see what exactly I want, so she’s helped me narrow my choices down a lot. 
(Focus group, June 2014)
Like Bessy, this was the only instance at this stage of the research where Erin made reference to conducting ‘thought and talk’. Speaking to her mother about her potential HE choices assists her when she is feeling ‘muddled’. Hence, she converses with a ‘similar and familiar’ before confirming her decisions (Archer, 2003, 2012). However, Erin does not provide any insights as to whether speaking with others about her plans extends beyond choosing a HEI. Furthermore, her mother’s assistance in ‘narrowing down’ these options does not necessarily indicate that confirmation from her mother is sought. Rather, her mother appears to facilitate a process of ‘laying it all out’, instead of providing her own opinions on specific HEIs. A similar conclusion drawn from Bessy’s account may be applicable to Erin here in terms of existing experience. Erin has not engaged with the HE choice process before and has not been required to reduce an array of options that will impact her future in this way. She therefore seeks support from her mother to do this. 
In Archer’s (2003) empirical work, she discusses the case of one sixteen year old participant who, interestingly, complied with the autonomous reflexive mode but also showed communicative tendencies. As an electrician’s apprentice, it was necessary for this participant to regularly rely upon instructions from others. Archer (2003, p. 223) concludes that for this young participant, engaging in ‘thought and talk’ was essential to learn the skills to become fully autonomous later. This may also be true for Bessy and Erin, in that they must learn how to navigate their way through new life experiences. Speaking with ‘similar and familiar’ interlocutors, for assistance, may simply be an obligatory stage that must be completed before possessing the skills to do this independently. 
One participant, Daryl, exhibited a fully communicative mode from the very start of the research. Daryl was an A-level student at Collerborough College. He had considered his personal project prior to the start of the research and was interested in pursuing a degree in Drama, before progressing to a PGCE to teach this at secondary level. Daryl spoke at length about holding conversations with his immediate and extended family to gain confirmation that entering the teaching profession was ‘right for him’:
I think the main priority who I always ask at first, and I don’t know whether you do it, was my mum… both my parents have gone to university so they kind of understand whilst they know that times have changed, and like the fees were cheaper then, it’s like they have to know first of all what route I’m heading down, and most of all, you know, whether it’s the right route for me. And I also try and check with a few of my cousins as well because some of them not only went to university, but like I’ve got one of them who originally played as part of England’s cricket team itself and now is a PE teacher. So I always have a check to see you know, what it’s like because obviously he teaches at this point in time, so he knows what it’s like … So I’d rather you know, just say right well I’m gonna ask my family members cos they’ve been, I’m gonna ask what’s it actually like. Cos, if I don’t, because they, the other people who truly know the truth, you know, whether it’s the right job, whether it’s the wrong job, and most of all whether uni’s the right path for me or not. 
(Interview, June 2014) 
Daryl describes how he places a high degree of importance on his parents’ and cousins’ opinions; whether they feel that his HE and employment intentions are ‘right’ for him. Various ‘similar and familiar’ interlocutors are thus consulted to discuss these plans and seek confirmation. 
Daryl is one of just three second generation participants. He clearly values his family’s experience of HE to the extent that he feels they are able to assist him in understanding whether ‘uni’s the right path for (him)’. Aiding him in discerning whether HE is a valuable option for him, though, seems to depict the full extent of Daryl’s family’s advice. When approaching his UCAS application later in the research, Daryl explains that his parents’ shortage of subject specific knowledge means their guidance is limited:
The hard thing though is the fact that as well they did completely different degrees to what I’m doing. So it’s not like, to an extent they can say, “Right well these are what, you know, drama people are looking for” … it’s not as helpful as having somebody then who has studied Drama as a degree. 
(Focus group, September 2014)
While his parents’ HE experience was regarded as useful during the discernment stage, their absence of knowledge about Drama degrees, in particular, meant that Daryl perceived this as less useful when he came to deliberate between specific programmes later on. 
The presence of the communicative reflexive mode is also strengthened in Daryl’s case, in that he was the only participant to indicate that he wished to remain at home whilst undertaking his studies. He expressed that he feared becoming homesick: 
I think it’s the problem is that I can get quite home sick myself, and I’d rather you know, be in a position where I can you know at the end of the day just do something easy, catch the tram or something, or catch the train back home and be you know, with my parents. 
(Interview, June 2014)
Archer (2012, p. 126) explains that communicative reflexives are ‘identifiers’ in relation to their natal context; they show little enthusiasm for new experiences. In the case of Daryl, he presents a strong level of involvement with his family as he frequently turns to them for advice. He thus does not demonstrate the same enthusiasm as those who sought ‘critical detachment’ when considering leaving home. 
Daryl’s account of engaging in ‘thought and talk’ with his family members, who have themselves attended HE, contrasts substantially with Max’s narrative. Max expressed that he did not speak with family when discerning his options: 
Although family like understand you anyway, I feel like it’s hard to speak to them like, because they don’t understand the industry, and especially when none of your family’s been to university. It’s really hard to even like ask them what it’s like and stuff.  
(Interview, October 2014)
Max’s rejection of entering discussions with others to discuss his plans indicates autonomous reflexivity here; Archer (2003, p. 210) suggests that autonomous reflexives are ‘people who would subscribe to the view that “no one can know my mind as well as I do myself”’. Hence, the autonomous reflexive does not feel the need to share and confirm their plans with others. What is interesting to note here is that Max does not express aversion to speaking with his family. Instead, it is that they do not hold the relevant knowledge or experience to provide him with assistance. His family’s shortage of relevant knowledge then introduces a barrier to Max discussing plans with ‘similar and familiars’. This may have then pushed his reflexive mode further into the autonomous sphere. Contrasting Daryl’s narrative with Max’s shows the power of grapevine or ‘hot knowledge’ and participants’ judgement of the appropriateness of discussing their HE plans with family; Max disregards consulting his family as they do not have the appropriate experience. On the other hand, Daryl has the relevant networks (social capital) to aid him in his decisions, at least in the early stages of this process. 
Finally, Tony was the second participant to demonstrate strong communicative tendencies. In addition to the conversations with his friends mentioned earlier, Tony explains that his mother is the ‘similar and familiar’ with whom he discusses his future plans: ‘I’d say probably my mum at the most, cos she’ll approach me about it, cos she wants to get involved, she wants to be involved’ (Interview, October 2014). Rather than conversing with family and friends, it is Tony’s thoughts about leaving his natal context that present his communicative tendencies more strongly; he expresses that he would like to return home regularly after progressing to HE: ‘I think it’d be really difficult moving away from friends and family, and you’re gonna miss them so much. I know I will! Two week, I’ll be there for about two weeks and go “I’m coming down at the weekend! I need to see everyone”’ (Interview, October 2014). Tony’s comments closely mirror Archer’s (2012) empirical findings where undergraduate communicative reflexive participants attempted to retain strong bonds with those from their natal context. 
Whilst almost half of the sample exhibited communicative tendencies in the early stages of the research, this can only be witnessed in terms of HE decision-making and planning. This may provide a reason for why communicative reflexivity was combined with the meta-reflexive mode for four out of five ‘communicatives’. Although none of these participants stated that they hoped to replicate their natal context, what they overwhelmingly conveyed was either identification with the natal context or the need to converse with similar and familiars to formulate and confirm their plans. 

4. [bookmark: _Toc477643170]Optimism and the absence of constraints
In line with the adaptation of Archer’s (2003, 2007, 2012) reflexive modalities, the perceived enablements and constraints demonstrated by the participants during this early stage of the research require some exploration. Participants seldom perceived constraints during this stage. Instead, they voiced a great deal of optimism when considering HE progression and more general future plans. 
HE was perceived as a plausible option for many participants, along with other potential future plans. There was an air of anything being possible, which is depicted in Tony’s comments, where he explains that for young people like him, there are opportunities to pursue anything:
We’re at that age where I think when you’re at 16 to 19, you’re at that age where you could just learn anything. In a couple of years you could be really good at it. So say if you decide to change, go “I wanna be a builder, I wanna do a building course” go do a building course. 
(Interview, September 2014)
Tony’s example indicates that education is viewed as open and accessible in achieving one’s goals with ease, providing the freedom to ‘learn anything’. Daryl also expresses an equally optimistic outlook when considering HE specifically:
Universities can be seen as a bit easier because they’re, it’s just a straight forward route you go in. You do your degree, you get your certificate and boom, you’ve got a job. And basically you earn loads of money and then just repay the money that you have for student debt. 
(Interview, June 2014) 

This optimism can be explained by the desirability of entering HE to achieve success in the future, particularly whilst youth unemployment rates are high (Harrison et al., 2015). Viewing the returns of HE in such a positive light may also be related to the risks associated with not possessing a degree-level qualification; Brynin (2012) notes that as a result of qualification inflation, jobs that were traditionally non-graduate are increasingly becoming regarded as graduate jobs. Participants did not explicitly discuss such risks, but they did, as evidenced above, suggest that gaining a HE level qualification would be beneficial in the employment market. 
Few constraints in terms of HE progression were reported at this early stage of the inquiry. Two participants (Max and Sofia), however, voiced concerns regarding the amount of financial support they may receive for living costs when considering their parents’ income. For Max, this concern was initiated by the frequent reports of increasing tuition fees in the national media:
I’ve kinda had it drilled into me from just like listening to the news and stuff, how they’re always raising the costs of university courses and stuff, and I’m just thinking ‘I’m not gonna have enough money for it’… obviously I know you can get loans and bursaries and grants and stuff but, I just don’t like to think of having nothing for three years. 
(Focus group, October 2014)
When prompting Max for elaboration on his knowledge of the student finance system, he expressed that he was aware of the approximate level of support he would receive. However, he went on to explain how the financial support and cost of living ‘doesn’t equal out’. It is this that he found especially concerning:
I’ve looked into like roughly what kind of bursary or grant or loan I would get, and then I’ve looked at the cost of living and it doesn’t equal out. So like, I’m having to like, consider saving money up before I even go to university … it’s not the tuition fees like I understand how that works and I’m not bothered about that, cos it’s not like it’s an immediate fee, whereas living is. I’m really aware of what will happen if I don’t pay my bills and stuff so, that’s why I’m worried about that. 
(Focus group, October 2014) 
Sofia conveyed similar feelings about living costs. She explained this using an analogy of going on holiday: 
It’s one thing being able to pay for it, but when would you actually be able to manage when you’re actually there… It’s like going on holiday, being able to pay for the holiday but not having no spending money. It’s a bit like that, you have to consider that I think a bit as well, like how, whether you’re gonna get a job while you’re there, (or) get it before you go. 
(Focus group, September 2014)
Max and Sofia’s concerns over living costs, rather than tuition fees, challenges the conclusions presented in the literature that suggests that socioeconomically disadvantaged students are debt averse (Callender and Jackson, 2005; Callender and Wilkinson, 2013). With Max and Sofia belonging to households where the main income earner’s occupation corresponds with NS-SEC groups V and IV respectively, it is surprising that their attitudes deviate from this frequently documented debt aversion presented in the literature. Despite the absence of concern over tuition fees, their anxieties over the ability to afford living costs are notable, as this can still have a bearing on HE decision-making; Callender and Jackson (2008) comment that potential applicants may employ various strategies to minimise the financial burden of HE, such as applying to HEIs located in areas where living costs are low and where term-time employment prospects are good. 
Sofia also had an awareness of financial support, such as bursaries, but she was uncertain that she would receive these due to her parents’ financial situation: 
Like some people can get bursaries for it, but because of my parents, they do earn over the limit but cos of the amount of money and the problems within my family like, we never have enough… The earnings is at that awkward thing, it’s more, it’s too high for a bursary but then it’s sort of not enough, so it’s in the middle. 
(Focus group, September 2014)
Sofia’s expectation that her parents will not be able to financially support her, even though they earn over the threshold to be awarded a bursary, illustrates the ‘squeezed middle’ (Coughlan, 2005; Coughlan, 2015). Coughlan (2005) explains that this refers to those students whose parents earn above the threshold for the maximum level of support for maintenance to be awarded, but do not have enough disposable income to contribute to their child’s financial situation. While only a minority of participants mentioned financial constraints at this stage, this became more prominent later in the research  and is discussed in the following chapter. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643171]Summary 
In this chapter, I have outlined and discussed the common themes emerging from the ‘discernment’ of participants’ post-FE decision-making between April and October 2014. These themes were related to participants’ initial HE subject choices, their motivations for hoping to progress to HE, the role of social networks in aiding them in their decisions and their optimistic outlook. 
In exploring the intricacies of participants’ subject choices, I found that a combination of long-term engagement, positive responses, academic attainment, biographical events and participants’ perceptions of their own qualities all contributed to the formation of their interests. In doing so, I have contributed to scholarly understandings of how subject interests are formed, rather than using ‘interest’ as an explanatory concept in itself. 
I then turned my attention to participants’ motivations to progress to HE. Through adapting Archer’s modes of reflexivity, I identified meta and autonomous reflexive tendencies emerging from the various motivations cited by participants. I explained how meta-reflexives’ motivations were intrinsic, with such participants expressing a desire to progress to HE for the purposes of remaining engaged with their subject interests or to qualify them for a career where they can help others. Following this, I detailed how some participants expressed motivations consisting of material gains, which resulted in them being instrumentally rational in their HE decisions. Participants demonstrating such autonomous reflexive tendencies described how accessing HEIs in specific locations would provide them with enhanced career opportunities, how a degree would provide them with a ‘decent wage’ and a means of living comfortably, and how they hoped to embark upon careers that were flexible, competitive and globalised. I also detailed how one predominant motivation for HE progression was the opportunity that this provided for participants to ‘critically detach’ from their families and home communities to establish independence and ‘otherness’. 
I moved on to outline the roles that both friends and family play in participants’ discernment of their HE choices. I explained how participants demonstrated bridging social capital through receiving ‘hot knowledge’ from friends who were already pursuing their HE studies. Additionally, I discussed how friends acted as a sounding board for ideas and a source of inspiration, emotional support, encouragement and a means of making decisions collectively. Although family members were mentioned much less frequently in participants’ accounts, I reasoned that conversations with parents appeared to be useful for communicative reflexive participants who are required to enter a process of ‘thought and talk’ to make decisions. For others, parents were not consulted after concluding that they did not have enough experience or knowledge to assist them. 
I concluded the chapter by highlighting the large levels of optimism expressed by participants with regard to their HE and future plans generally. I noted how the only constraints to emerge at this time were those related to anxieties over the cost of living once HE progression had been achieved.



	Participant
	Reflexive mode
	Current post-FE plan

	Bessy
	Meta/ Communicative 
	Drama school/ travelling/ moving to a new city with friends.

	Daryl
	Communicative
	To study for a Drama degree to become a secondary Drama teacher.

	David
	Autonomous
	To study a degree in Performing Arts in order to enter the industry in America.

	Erin
	Meta/ Communicative 
	To study for a degree in Nursing before moving onto a postgraduate degree in Midwifery.

	Evelynn
	Autonomous/ Meta
	To enter a career related to Geography.

	John
	Autonomous/ Meta
	Find work as a Carer or study a degree in Mental Health Nursing.

	Juliette
	Meta
	To study for a Sociology degree to become an A-level Sociology teacher.

	Max
	Autonomous 
	To study for a degree in Performing Arts and enter the industry.

	May
	Fractured 
	To study for a degree in Acting. 

	Noel
	Meta
	To study for a degree in Physics before possibly progressing to a PhD.

	Paola 
	Meta/ Communicative 
	To study for a degree in either Musical or Physical Theatre before becoming an Actor. 

	Sofia 
	Autonomous/ Meta 
	To study for a degree in Dance. 

	Tony 
	Communicative/ Meta 
	To study for a degree in Acting and Dance. 


Table 3: Participants’ reflexive mode(s) and post-FE plans (April – October 2014) 

[bookmark: _Toc477643172]
Taking the first steps

[bookmark: _Toc477643173]Introduction
In the previous chapter, I focused on an exploration of the themes that occurred in the first phase of the research (between April - October 2014); at this time, participants were defining and ‘discerning’ their personal projects and shaping these into plans for action. The present chapter reflects the deliberation phase where participants were actively engaged in making HE decisions that were gradually becoming more specific. This occurred September 2014 - February 2015. At this time, participants had begun to consider specific HEIs, rather than the vague ideas of locations cited earlier i.e. ‘away from my hometown’. They were completing their UCAS applications and were required to formulate their final HE choices. Participants were also embarking upon the selection process, such as undertaking auditions (in the case of Performing Arts students) and interviews at HEIs, as well as visiting institutions as part of WP programmes and initiatives. In the case of two participants, their HE deliberations involved considerations of studying abroad. 
Participants began to refer to structural constraints frequently here. These were often related to finance, which served to limit participants’ ‘first steps’ in choosing a HEI. A further constraint that I explore here is lower than expected attainment levels amongst A-level participants. Both financial and attainment constraints were overcome by a minority of participants through their involvement in WP programmes, which then acted as an ‘enablement’. The final constraint that emerged at this stage was heightened competition along the lines of gender; gender acted as both a constraint and enablement in accessing degree programmes for the Performing Arts participants due to the overrepresentation of females on such courses. 
In the final part of the chapter, I illustrate how participants engaged with ‘self-marketing’ practices in constructing their UCAS applications. I outline how the preparation of UCAS personal statements revealed how participants frequently mobilised experiences into ‘valuable’ capital (Bathmaker et al., 2013) with the assistance of their college tutors. Following this, I briefly consider the disapproval of self-marketing practices evidenced by meta-reflexive participants before summarising the chapter.  

1. [bookmark: _Toc477643174]Deliberation about HEIs 
As demonstrated in the previous chapter, participants had initial ideas on the subject area they wished to study at HE level during the early stages of the research. Yet, choices of HEI remained vague, with only broad locations being cited i.e. ‘away from my home town’ or ‘London’. Participants’ thoughts regarding specific HEIs became more defined with the UCAS application deadline quickly approaching. They had begun to attend open days and/or see institutions first-hand through attending auditions (for the Performing Arts students) or via involvement in Widening Participation activities. In questioning participants on how they selected HEIs, some expressed an ‘emotional investment’ in particular institutions they had encountered. Other participants (Sofia and John) were contemplating studying at institutions abroad. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643175]1.1 Emotional investment 
Institutional visits play a critical role in HE decision-making (Allen, 2002; Diamond et al., 2012; HEFCE, 2010). Such visits are typically in the form of open days, where potential applicants can tour the campus and attend course-specific talks. Emotional responses to an institution during events, such as open days, can have an ‘overriding influence’ on decision-making, with ‘available information and data not being fully utilised in the process’ (Diamond et al., 2012, p. 23). Upon visiting HEIs, some participants demonstrated emotional investments largely based on feelings of being ‘at home’ (Slack et al., 2014), as well as feelings of ‘fit’ (Reay et al., 2001b). These reactions did not only arise in response to open days, but also from visiting institutions for auditions or as part of WP programmes. 
Upon auditioning at both a post-1992 in the South of England, as well as a New University[footnoteRef:28] in the North located just one hour away from her home, Paola makes the following comments when asked which HEI she preferred:   [28:  I use the term ‘new university’ to refer to post-1992 institutions that were not previously polytechnics.] 

I’m in the middle, cos at (Southern post-1992) it feels like home. I’m walking around, I was just like “I could easily study here” because it’s quite a small campus so it just feels more warmly. 
(Interview, January 2015)
Paola highlights the different geographical distances between her actual home and the location of the HEI where she felt at home, with her preferred choice being further away:
Like (Northern New University’s) quite close to home, but the course is nice, but (Southern post-1992) (is) all way down t’bottom[footnoteRef:29] south, but it’s still home. Cos I think it’s just the sort of comfort in surroundings that, like it might not be classed as home but it’s just how you feel adjusted to that area.  [29:  The use of ‘t’’ is used to represent the glottalisation of the word ‘the’ which is a common feature of the Yorkshire accent.  ] 

(Interview, January 2015)
Paola explains how her closer choice offers a ‘nice’ course, but this has not had the same emotional impact on her as the Southern post-1992 which she feels ‘adjusted’ to. Although Paola, as noted in the previous chapter, did not have any interest in remaining close to her hometown, it is still notable that the strength of this emotional response is profound enough to lead her to seriously consider an institution a substantial distance away. 
David had also auditioned at the same Northern New University as Paola and had attended an open day at a Drama School in London. Similarly to Paola, he described feeling ‘at home’ in the institution that was the farthest away from his hometown (the London Drama School):
When I first went there, it was amazing. I was like “This is like home”. It’s just a small chilled place where you can just relax. There’s no big city, it’s just a little town. 
(Interview, February 2015) 
The most pertinent case of emotional investment in the research, though, was illustrated by Bessy. Bessy had recently auditioned at a Theatre School in the South West of England and spoke at length of her strong feelings for this institution: ‘Like when I actually saw (the Theatre School) and got there like I just fell in love with the place. I fell in love with the school and I fell in love with like the teachers’ (Interview, January 2015). Bessy demonstrates an almost instant attraction to this institution. She goes on to distinguish the difference between ‘liking’ and ‘loving’ an institution by describing a recent visit to a Scottish University for an audition:
I really liked (the Scottish University), but I didn’t like fall in love with them and I was like “Yeah, I might apply again if I don’t get in but they’re not amazing”, like they didn’t stand out to me. But then I went to (South West Theatre School) and like fell in love with them as soon as I got there. I was like “Oh my God I love the school it’s so nice!” Like I just felt like that was my place. 
(Interview, January 2015) 
The way that Bessy describes the Theatre School as ‘her place’ corresponds with the behavioural factors in student choice noted by Diamond et al. (2012, p. 29). The authors explain that when encountering an institution, a potential applicant begins to ‘place’ themselves within it to establish whether it ‘feels right’. This subsequently leads to the formation of emotional ties. This is precisely what Bessy had done here; she visited the institution, sensed that this ‘felt right’ and concluded that this was ‘her place’. Although she acknowledged that she liked the Scottish University, she did not experience the same intense feelings as she did at the South West Theatre School. Similarly, Paola and David’s assertion that specific institutions they had visited felt ‘like home’ also represents the formation of such emotional ties. 
Other students, such as Noel, spoke of the importance of familiarity with specific institutions. This was following his involvement with a WP programme offered by a nearby Russell Group institution. Noel explains how he felt this programme worked in creating a sense of belonging at this specific HEI:

(The programme) is kind of like supposed to be a way of integrating yourself into university before you get there. So it’s kind of like, you get some like mini lectures…get talks on your UCAS application from an admissions officer…you also get to like look around the campus and different parts of it, and you get like taster sessions… (The programme) has made me consider (the University) a lot more…you kind of already feel like, you know, you’re kind of like part of the uni. 
(Interview, October 2014)
Although Noel’s account does not contain the immediacy of belonging that Bessy’s did, it does demonstrate that familiarity can be built over time. Therefore, a sense of an institution being one’s ‘place’, I argue, does not always occur instantaneously. Connections can be built gradually through sustained involvement with a specific HEI via WP programmes. This marks a distinction between more spontaneous emotional ties, such as Bessy, David and Paola’s, and ties that are ‘created’. For example, Noel goes on to explain: ‘If I went to a different university scheme, I imagine I’d become more comfortable with that university and maybe apply there over some other place’ (Interview, October 2014). This may be regarded as good practice from the perspective of WP practitioners, as enabling potential students to establish familiarity with HEIs is often an aim of such programmes (National Audit Office, 2008). On the other hand, this may be viewed as indirectly influencing potential applicants to limit their decisions to the institution(s) that is hosting the WP programme. Two of Erin’s definite HE choices at this time were those she had been involved in via a national WP initiative (Realising Opportunities). Similarly, Evelynn’s first choice institution was one which she had visited a number of times through the same initiative as Erin. This may be problematic if another institution exists outside of those they have encountered via WP programmes that the student may have considered a ‘better fit’. 
It is simplistic to assume though that with enough participation in events, activities and visits via WP programmes potential applicants will undoubtedly begin to form such ties with a specific institution. This is demonstrated by Erin, who explains: 
I mean you’ve got to go on two open days of your choice that’s in their (Realising Opportunities) scheme, and most of my options anyway was in that scheme before we did the scheme. So, I mean it did encourage me to go on the open days but I don’t think it necessarily helped me like the uni’s anymore or not.
(Interview, October 2014) 
Through the Realising Opportunities scheme, Erin was able to, as explained above, attend two open days at any of the HEIs involved in the initiative. She expresses that although the scheme has encouraged her to attend open days, it has not resulted in her ‘liking’ these institutions more than she already did. This provides a counter argument to the suggestions above - that consistent engagement with institution-specific WP programmes may ‘engineer’ emotional ties over time in a deterministic fashion. 
It is also possible that different individuals are more or less susceptible to forming emotional ties with institutions for a multitude of reasons. These may consist of their own expectations of the institution and course, as well as how clearly they understand their own preferences. Of the five participants discussed here, three (Bessy, Erin and Paola) displayed meta-reflexive tendencies during this phase (see table 3). As explained in the Conceptual Framework chapter, meta-reflexives are named as such due to their tendency to reflect on their own reflections. Such processes may have then led participants to understand their preferences more acutely than others; as Archer (2003, p. 288) explains, meta-reflexives tend to acquire self-knowledge and are ‘pre-occupied with their own subjectivity’. This could then result in a strong emotional response when such participants encounter an institution that ‘fits’ with their pre-determined subjective ideal. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643176]1.2 Deliberating the possibles: HE abroad?
Since the late 2000s, the research literature has noted a knowledge gap related to understandings of degree mobility amongst UK students (King et al., 2011). Much attention instead has been paid to international students entering the UK HE system and credit mobility (King et al., 2011; Waters and Brooks, 2010). King et al. (2011, p. 163) define degree mobility as when students migrate for their entire course, whereas credit mobility refers to those who go abroad for a proportion of their degree programme. Within my own research, two participants (Sofia and John) had plans to embark on degree programmes delivered by institutions abroad. When considering the literature alongside Sofia and John’s intentions, some interesting similarities and contrasts emerge in relation to privilege and the reproduction of advantage. Research by Waters and Brooks (2010), for instance, concludes that capital accumulation amongst advantaged students provides opportunities for studying abroad. Additionally, King et al. (2011, p. 171) postulate that such opportunities may be out of reach for non-traditional students, remaining as ‘only a dream or not even that’. Such studies highlight the perpetuation of socioeconomic divisions amongst students in accessing and completing degree programmes abroad. 
Both Sofia and John were first generation students and, like the other participants, were from LPNs and areas of high socioeconomic deprivation. With this in mind along with the conclusions of the research literature, it is interesting to explore what had inspired them to consider pursuing a degree outside of their home country. Sofia and John’s accounts convey some notable differences and similarities when considered alongside the literature. In Waters and Brooks’ (2010, p. 221) research, which explored the motivations for degree mobility amongst students and graduates, they found, unexpectedly, that there was an ‘ostensible absence of any explicit strategy underpinning many UK students’ decisions around international education’. Instead, the intended outcomes of studying abroad were often vague and focused upon ‘excitement’ and ‘adventure’ (Ibid.). Initially, the latter appears to be true for Sofia who hoped to study Musical Theatre and Dance at an Arts Institute in Spain: 
I’m more like Musical Theatre, dancing, so I kinda see myself travelling a lot and performing. And cos I’m one for like learning different languages and you know the cultures… I do like performing. Like there’s West End equivalents in loadsa different countries, it’s just they sing it in a different language… That’s why I kinda see myself more for (Spain) because I like the experience of being in a different country, I love it. And I know basic Spanish so I’ll be fine [laughs]. 
(Focus group, January 2015)

Here, Sofia states that she ‘loves’ experiencing different countries which is more in line with the transcripts of the more advantaged students in Waters and Brooks’ (2010) inquiry. Waters and Brooks, though, suggest that such motivations, along with the absence of ‘strategy’ in terms of employment, are likely a result of experiencing privilege with their participants having ‘access to significant amounts of capital (social, cultural and economic)’ (Ibid., p. 221). Similarly, in their research on UK graduates, Brooks and Everett (2008) found that those with higher levels of privilege were less likely to plan for the future. Sofia’s narrative contrasts with this, as she does consider how studying in Spain may impact her long-term plans of entering a dance career, in addition to the ‘experience’ of studying in a new country. For instance, in the previous chapter I explained how Sofia referred to the economic advantages of studying abroad in that travelling was required for her future career (see p. 134). 
John’s account exhibits similarities to Sofia’s in terms of being mindful of the longer term impacts that studying abroad may have on employment. It is worth reiterating here that during the first phase of the research, John was uncertain whether to study a degree in Mental Health Nursing or to enter employment in Residential Care upon the completion of his Health and Social Care BTEC Level 3. When asked about this during this later stage, he firmly stated: ‘One hundred percent uni’. His first choice was a university in Australia which he had discovered after his aunt (who resided there) posted something related to this on Facebook:

ZB: So what gave you the idea of Australia then? 
John: Just because I’ve got family there, so I wouldn’t be on my own for the first year there. I would be lodging with them and then I can sort myself out once I’m there then. I’ve got a whole year to sort out accommodation for my second year ... I guess I was probably just looking on Facebook and saw my aunty posted something or summat and I thought “Oh I wouldn’t mind going over there and studying over there”. I’m just looking at where’d be best to study abroad, cos I’d like to do it in America as well but I don’t know anyone in America. So I would just be on my own ... Whereas in (Australian City), I’ve got loads of family there. 
(Interview, October 2014)
John elaborated that he would ideally study abroad and remain there for work: ‘It’d be better if I could study abroad and then stay there…I ultimately do want to be a Nurse abroad’ (Interview, October 2014). In mentioning this, John’s account does not convey the ‘vague’ responses that Waters and Brooks (2010) noted amongst their more privileged participants. Instead, John’s account refers specifically to planning for the future. 
The fact that John has family residing in Australia is also interesting to discuss. In King et al.’s (2011) research of sixth form pupils’ intentions to study abroad, they note a number of variables that increased the likelihood of an individual’s propensity to pursue this route. One of these was having parents who had lived abroad. Whilst John’s parents do not live abroad, members of his extended family do which influenced him to consider studying in Australia rather than America. Family holiday patterns also presented a clear relationship in King et al.’s (Ibid., p. 174) work, with students who were more widely travelled being ‘twice as likely to consider studying abroad and to apply’. This is evident in Sofia’s account where she describes her travels with her parents: 

Or like what this tour guide said when I went to Greece…just went “Just get lost”…just get lost in the town and that’s where you experience the culture more, and we did. We literally got lost and I really enjoyed it. 
(Focus group, September 2014) 
Sofia’s experiences of travelling abroad with her family may indeed have encouraged her to pursue study overseas. Though, it is important to clarify that King et al. (Ibid., p. 174) define students who are widely travelled and as ‘7 + countries visited’. Sofia only makes reference to two holiday destinations throughout the research, so it is uncertain if she has travelled as ‘widely’ as those in King et al.’s study. 
What is notable regarding both John and Sofia’s intentions to study abroad is the way that their stock of capital is not as pronounced as those participants involved in Waters and Brooks’ (2010) research. John does have an advantage in terms of social capital, in that he has family members in Australia, which provides him with a sense of security. Sofia, on the other hand, has accumulated a variety of cultural experiences through family holidays. Yet, Waters and Brooks (2010, p. 223) relate examples from their participants’ transcripts to the way in which Bourdieu describes ‘an experience of the world freed from urgency’ (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 54 cited in Waters and Brooks, 2010). When contemplating the next steps towards applying to the Australian university, John explained how he had contacted the institution to enquire about the details: 
I’ve sent them an email with, you know, “What do I do about my tuition fees? Is it too late for me to apply to start this year or do I have to take a year out?” and just stuff like that. 
(Interview, October 2014) 
Despite having the advantage of family members residing there, the above does not represent John as experiencing a ‘world freed from urgency’ (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 54). This is clear in that John’s first query was related to tuition fees. If he had a substantial stock of economic capital, it is possible that he would be less concerned about financial costs. Unlike John’s account where financial concerns are only implied, Sofia overtly expressed the risks of studying abroad with limited economic capital:
Like If I’m like in (Spain), if summat bad happens… I’m gonna have no money, then I’m gonna be stranded in another country. My mum and dad, they can’t really, they can only afford to go out once a year, and they can’t come out and that would be like my worst nightmare. Like if I was stranded in another country with no money. 
(Focus group, September 2014) 
Sofia reveals in a later focus group how financial hardship had affected her life, detailing how her mum could sometimes not afford to provide her with money for public transport: ‘My mum like sometimes struggles to even give me bus money…so I had to walk to dancing and it’s like an hour away, so I just walked instead of taking the bus’ (Focus group, May 2015). John and Sofia thus did not have the economic capital to withdraw from concerns over economic necessity, nor was there an absence of ‘strategy’ in planning for the future (Waters and Brooks, 2010). Yet, the possibility of studying abroad for these participants was clearly not regarded as ‘only a dream’ (King et al., 2011, p. 171).
[bookmark: _Toc477643177]The contradictions illustrated between the literature and John and Sofia’s accounts could be explained by youth mobility cultures, in which young people strive to gain experience to utilise in ‘increasingly flexible global and local labour markets’ (Yoon, 2014, p. 1015). Sofia’s and John’s plans to pursue their studies abroad, despite an absence of economic capital, could potentially be explained by individualisation as they are conveying that they are ‘the agent of his or her identity’ (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002, p. 203), which is undefined by ‘cultural scripts’ (Crossley, 2006, p. 19). However, such conclusions cannot be drawn at this point in the thesis; I discuss the later developments in Sofia and John’s narratives in the following chapter which contrast substantially with the individualisation thesis. 

2. The challenges of HE access 
As explained in the introduction to the chapter, this stage of the research occurred during a time when participants were writing and submitting their UCAS applications. In interviews and focus groups, participants would often discuss the institutions and degree programmes that they were considering applying to. A prominent theme that emerged in these discussions was the challenges of HE access. These challenges were related to three areas: finance, attainment and competition. 
[bookmark: _Toc477643178]2.1 Finance: Limiting the ‘first steps’
I begin by discussing the implications of financial constraints on participants’ decisions. Although financial constraints were briefly mentioned in the early stages of the research by Max and Sofia, this became more pronounced as the research progressed. Participants were required to determine financially plausible options at this stage, as progressing to HE is now no longer ‘distant or unreal’ (Ball et al., 2003, p. 337). 
Financial constraints were presented not in terms of considering the location of potential HEIs, as has been noted in the literature (Reay, 1998; Reay et al., 2001a), but emerged in relation to the application process. Many participants experienced difficulties in affording the costs associated with open day attendance. As a result of the requirement to undertake auditions as part of the selection process, this was only evident amongst the Performing Arts participants at Ridington College. The Performing Arts participants were often pushed to sacrifice attendance at open days in order to participate fully in the selection process. Bessy illustrates this in the following: 
It’s so much money though to have to travel down for the open days and like you know, you might as well spend the money and like audition for it cos then you might get somewhere with it…I don’t need to pay all that money to go to an open day, I might as well just do it at the audition. 
(Interview, January 2015)
Bessy reasons that it is more cost effective to save money for auditions which provides her with a chance of acceptance. In attempting to establish which institutions she would apply to, Bessy completed this process remotely using a combination of the institutions’ websites and the educational backgrounds of established actors: ‘I was just going off websites, off actors that have been there, off like references off like, just anything you know. But I’d never actually been there’ (Interview, January 2015). Bessy, therefore, relies largely on ‘cold knowledge’ when deciding upon her final HE choices. Reliance on ‘cold knowledge’ can place students at a disadvantage in comparison to those who have access to ‘hot knowledge’ through experienced social networks (Hutchings, 2003; Slack et al., 2014). Whilst Bessy feels this method is apt for making her HE choices, there is a danger that students’ five UCAS options may be ‘wasted’ this way. For instance, Bessy explained that she had chosen an institution (the Scottish University) based on the information from the institution’s website. As explained earlier, upon attending this institution for the first time to complete her audition, she did not feel as strongly about this HEI as she had done with the South West Theatre School. If this financial barrier was not in place, Bessy could have replaced the Scottish University on her UCAS application with an institution that she found just as desirable as the Theatre School. This would have worked to provide her with a wider array of attractive options. 
Max similarly explained that he had not attended any open days due to the cost, and had solely attended his chosen institutions to complete auditions: ‘I couldn’t afford to get to the open days…So I’ve literally just gone to the auditions’ (Interview, January 2015). Though, one extreme example of the limiting effect that financial constraints had on choice was presented by May. May had to resort to bold measures to balance her UCAS choices financially. It is worth detailing here for clarity that in the early stages of the research, May was considering studying Acting at a Northern post-1992 (see table 3). After completing and submitting her UCAS application though, May withdrew all but two of her five choices as she was unable to afford the audition costs[footnoteRef:30]:   [30:  The cost of auditions alone varied between £45- £50 dependent upon the institution. ] 

You’ve got to audition so it costs like 50 pound to audition, your train fares, stay over there. So it was just too expensive for my last choices anyway so there’s no point. 
(Interview, January 2015) 
May retained one post-1992 institution in the South of England, as well as a New University in the North. Regarding the latter, she expressed that her reasoning was motivated by the low travel costs: 
I kept (Southern post-1992 university) and I kept (Northern new university) because (it’s) quite close and it’s not while the 31st of March so it’ll only cost me like 15 pound to get there. 
(Interview, January 2015)
Amongst her withdrawn choices was the Northern post-1992 which was the only institution she had mentioned earlier in the research. This was admittedly surprising and upon prompting May for clarification, she concluded that this was owing to a lack of preparation for the audition: 
ZB: With (Northern post-1992), you’ve dropped that and you really did want to go to it last time 
May: Yeah
ZB: So what made you- because that’s not too far is it?
May: No, no it’s not far. It’s because I had my monologues, my three monologues, and I realised I couldn’t do any of the three that I’d picked. So like the week before we had our assessment, I had to pick three new ones, learn them all, do them all and then I didn’t have any feedback from that. So my (Northern post-1992) audition was last Friday. So I got there, and I was thinking “Do I waste 50 pound when I know I’m not ready?” because the monologues weren’t at the standard they should have been at to go to the audition. So I just thought, “I’m not gonna bother wasting 50 pound”.
(Interview, January 2015)
It is necessary to provide some attention to May’s reflexive mode here to accomplish a more in-depth analysis of the above account. Over the first two phases of the research, May exhibited fractured reflexivity in a number of ways, including: difficulties in conducting internal conversations that were purposeful in achieving her personal project, a history of making impulsive educational decisions and obvious contradictions being present within her narrative. Until this stage in the research, May was unable to define a personal project. Although she hoped to study a degree in Acting, she could not express a broader personal project to articulate what purpose obtaining an Acting degree would serve in the future. At this later stage in the research though, May identified her personal project as ‘having a family’ but deemed a career in acting as incompatible with this: ‘I love doing acting and everything like that but I want a family more than anything when I’m older, but it’s not a stable job’ (Interview, January 2015). Although May has engaged in self-reflection to conclude that her main concern is to have a family, she was unable to articulate a purposeful internal conversation to devise a course of action to realise this; she still considers studying Acting despite acknowledging that the instability inherent in this career is not compatible with raising a family. This is a fractured reflexive tendency (Porpora and Shumar, 2010) which leads individuals to respond only to their present circumstances and to rely on ‘gut feelings’ in doing so (Archer, 2012, p. 252). A different mode of reflexivity, for instance, would lead her to formulate an understanding of why she wished to pursue an Acting degree and how this fitted with her personal project. 
May’s fractured reflexive tendencies are not only based on her uncertain career plans though. I explained in the Conceptual Framework chapter that it would be unfair to define a participant’s reflexive mode as ‘fractured’ purely based on their uncertainty of their career intentions, as this is perfectly reasonable considering the participants’ ages. Indications of fractured reflexivity also emerged from her ambiguity as to how she had decided to pursue her current studies in Performing Arts; she explained that she ‘followed her heart’ into Performing Arts instead of ‘following her head’ into A-levels, despite acting ‘never being a way of life’ for her (Focus group, October 2014). Hence, she made impulsive decisions ‘in the moment’ rather than via a considered reflexive process of Discernment, Deliberation and Dedication. 
In refocusing on May’s account of her UCAS choices, some contradictions are apparent. She initially states that the audition fee was ‘just too expensive for my last choices anyway’ (Interview, January 2015) before voicing that she felt unprepared for her audition at the Northern post-1992. This then led her to withdraw this choice. Her unpreparedness for the audition may have been a result of responding only to her current situation in a fractured reflexive fashion (Archer, 2012). However, this is not to negate the constraining impact of expenses associated with the application stage, such as audition fees and travel costs. For May, the lack of economic resources to attend each of her auditions leads to a cull of those that she feels are her ‘last choices’, whether they are deemed as such due to her level of preparedness or otherwise. Her HE choices are still unquestionably narrowed due to an inability to afford the audition costs. 
Unlike Bessy and Max, students taking part in WP schemes had numerous opportunities to establish familiarity with, and make judgements of the suitability of the HEIs they were considering. Two participants (Erin and Evelynn) were taking part in Realising Opportunities which allowed them to repeatedly attend events held at participating HEIs. For Erin, repeat visits arranged via the Realising Opportunities scheme were clearly useful in assisting her in arriving at her final HE choices:
The unis and stuff that I think I’m going to, that changed slightly cos originally my first choice were (Northern Russell Group) cos when we went I was like “Oh my god it’s so pretty!” but we only saw like the Nursing and Midwifery like, inside that department, and I never saw owt else. But then I went last month with that Realising Opportunities scheme and we looked round it and I really don’t like it anymore!... I’ve been to see (alternative Northern Russell Group) three times with my Realising Opportunities scheme…So I definitely know what (that institution) looks like and stuff like that so [laughs]. 
(Interview, January 2015)
In being able to repeatedly visit specific HEIs, Erin was able to formulate her choices prior to applying. She even had the opportunity to reject an institution which had been her initial first choice upon finding that she disliked the campus following a further visit. Erin had also visited two other institutions via the Realising Opportunities scheme before allocating the alternative Russell Group as her first choice, which she had seen three times. 
Due to the financial demands of open day attendance and the requirement to reserve money to complete auditions, Bessy and Max were unable to establish this level of familiarity with HEIs before applying. In Erin’s case, the financial costs of travelling to HEIs as part of the Realising Opportunities scheme can be reimbursed by the hosting institution. This is, however, dependent on the institution itself rather than a requirement of the scheme. As this is institution specific, I contacted the HEIs mentioned by Erin and Evelynn to determine if financial support for travel expenses was provided to those taking part in Realising Opportunities. All but one of the four HEIs contacted provided support to cover travel costs, usually via a retrospective claim process. Neither Erin nor Evelynn mentioned how they paid for their travel costs to visit these institutions[footnoteRef:31]. Though, from a WP perspective, it is important to consider the availability of financial support for travel costs, as this can provide a more liberated landscape of choice. Both Erin and Evelynn were able to visit a number of institutions hosting Realising Opportunities events and, for the majority of these, financial assistance with travel costs was available.  [31:  I contacted the gatekeeper for Collerborough College after the data collection period had ended to query the benefits that Realising Opportunities provided to her students. She expressed that travel costs were consistently reimbursed. Although travel costs are not reimbursed by every participating HEI, her understanding may be indicative of her students’ experiences, in that they may have indeed received reimbursements for each visit. ] 

[bookmark: _Toc477643179]2.2 Attainment: Widening participation programmes as ‘enablements’ 
Attainment was cited as a concern when considering challenges of HE progression by the participants. This was primarily voiced by those undertaking A-level study, with the exception of John who was studying a BTEC Level 3 in Health and Social Care. This was seldom mentioned by those undertaking a BTEC Level 3 in Performing Arts. The absence of attainment concerns amongst the Performing Arts participants was likely a result of having very different assessment processes; they experienced later deadlines for coursework and had regular access to formative feedback through which they could discover the precise grade they were working at. Therefore, they did not need to endure lengthy periods of waiting for their results. 
In the very early stages of the research, Erin and Evelynn expressed anxieties over attainment following their AS-level examinations:  
Evelynn: I think now that my exams are done, I’m worried, because it’s like that’s it now, that’s my AS done and there’s nothing I can do at this moment that can improve them or change them…Hopefully I have done well, there’s always that doubt…I’m like “But what if it all goes wrong and I can’t get into the university I want to go to?” 
Erin: And it’s just “I need these results”. So I think that, you don’t get them, you’re not getting in basically. 
(Focus group, June 2014)
Upon the receipt of her AS-level results, Erin unfortunately did not obtain the grades she was hoping for. On her results day, she writes the following in her diary:
So I’ve been…
That was definitely a kick up the arse. I didn’t even want to take them home.
Psychology- B, Biology- B, Maths- U, Chemistry- U.
I’m not too sure what I am going to do. I’m going into college to see my tutor soon to discuss it all.
One thing I do know is that I do not want to endure another year of AS Chemistry. 
(Diary entry, August 2014)
Attainment clearly presents a challenge to accomplishing HE progression for Erin. What interestingly emerged though was the usefulness of the Realising Opportunities scheme in overcoming this. Institutions taking part in the scheme can make alternative offers by lowering two grade requirements. Following the receipt of her results, Erin arranged to remain in FE for one extra year with the hopes of improving her grades. In doing this, she dropped her Maths and Chemistry AS-levels and replaced them with ICT and Health and Social Care: 
I’m carrying on one A2 and I’m picking up two new AS’s, and next year, I’m doing the other A2 and finishing off the two AS’s… so this year I’m doing Biology, Health and Social and ICT. Then next year I’m doing Psychology, Health and Social and ICT. 
(Interview, October 2014)
As detailed in the previous chapter, Erin had initially hoped to study a degree in Adult Nursing before progressing to a postgraduate degree in Midwifery. Upon altering her AS- level subjects, it becomes clear to her that with the benefits of the Realising Opportunities scheme, she can progress to a Midwifery degree immediately instead of doing so via Adult Nursing:
I CAN BE A MIDWIFE !!!!
…
Grades for Midwifery after completing the Realising Opportunities scheme I’m on is BBB/BBC compared to BCC for Nursing. So with Math and Chemistry I honestly did not believe I could achieve that. But now with my new courses which I am enjoying so much more, I think I could get the grades to be a Midwife!
(Diary entry, September 2014)
Erin explains that her initial plan to study Adult Nursing was due to the lower grade requirements in comparison with Midwifery which she felt was unachievable whilst studying Maths and Chemistry. The potential receipt of an alternative offer through the Realising Opportunities scheme meant that she now felt able to bring her postgraduate plans forward. The advantages of the scheme provided a way for Erin to realise her personal project sooner and, hence, acts as an ‘enablement’ (Archer, 2012).
These enablements, in terms of overcoming the challenge of attainment, were not only limited to the Realising Opportunities scheme, but also other WP programmes. Noel, similarly to Erin, had not achieved as highly as he hoped in his AS-levels:
The main thing would be that when I got my grades back…I didn’t do as well as I thought, or I’d hoped. So I’ve kind of like looked at some different universities or like looked at doing a foundation year. 
(Interview, October 2014) 
Until this point, Noel was considering three Russell Group institutions in the North of England but reconsidered upon receiving his AS-level results. Noel goes on to explain that he has applied to the foundation degree related to one of his existing course choices at a Northern Russell Group which requires lower A-level grades: ‘I’ve got like two applications to (Northern Russell Group). So one where like if I get the grades I could like apply for the full degree, but I’ve also got one with a foundation year as well’ (Interview, October 2014). Another action taken by Noel to try and compensate for his insufficient AS-level grades was applying to WP programmes delivered by his other Russell Group choices. As explained earlier in the ‘Emotional Investment’ section of the chapter, Noel was already taking part in a WP programme at one of his choices; this was the same institution where he had recently applied to study a foundation degree. He goes on to explain how he intends to apply for a WP scheme at another Northern Russell group to curb the issue of low attainment:
With (Northern Russell Group) I’ve got the (WP programme) which can get me priority in the case of like getting lower grades required, and also I’m applying for the (WP scheme at alternative Northern Russell Group). So, that’s why I also applied (there). 
(Interview, October 2014)
Both of these schemes provide similar benefits, such as extra consideration by admissions staff, as well as alternative offers (involving the reduction of grade requirements). It is particularly interesting that Noel responds strategically when faced with lower than expected AS-level grades by actively seeking out further WP programmes to participate in. For instance, he states in the above that the reason he is applying to one Russell Group in particular is a result of the WP scheme offered. Noel’s narrative, like Erin’s, illustrate how WP schemes can act as an enablement in overcoming constraints such as attainment. Noel’s  response to his AS-level grades demonstrates autonomous tendencies, in that autonomous reflexives are strategic when faced with constraints; they ‘avoid “snakes” and climb “ladders” (Scambler, 2012, p. 136). He conveys a calculated approach in identifying and accessing the enablements or ‘ladders’ of WP programmes to help him avoid the ‘snakes’ of rejection on the basis of low attainment. 
However, there are difficulties in defining attainment as a structural constraint, as agency is clearly involved in the accomplishment of requisite examination results. Access to resources are indeed mediated by structure though and in the Conceptual Framework chapter, I discussed how low levels of economic capital can impact students’ attainment levels (p. 48). The absence of required qualifications that ‘blocks off intended next steps’ acts as a ‘powerful structural constraint’ (Procter and Padfield, 1998, p. 49) in itself, in that institutions request these for admission. Moreover, the achievement levels of both Noel and Erin unquestionably pose a constraint in realising their personal projects, even when recognising that agency plays a role in this. Yet, both students exert agency to take advantage of the enablements of WP programmes/ schemes in an attempt to remain on course to accomplishing the projects they had set for themselves. 
It is also notable to mention that Erin, Noel and Evelynn, the only participants involved in WP schemes, were also the only participants to consider solely Russell Group institutions. For Erin and Evelynn, this was likely to be a result of only research-intensive institutions partaking in the Realising Opportunities scheme. Therefore, the benefits of the scheme, such as alternative offers, were only applicable to these institutions. Noel actively sought out WP programmes at Russell Group institutions for such benefits. The reasoning informing his attraction to such institutions in particular was that they struck a more equal work/life balance than post-1992 HEIs:
One of my sisters went to (Northern post-1992 institution) and they said it was like a lot of the time like, people went out and they go out like on a night … On visits to the (Northern Russell Group), it seems like a place where you’ve kind of like got the balance. 
(Interview, June 2014)
Hence, this contributes to Noel’s motivations for only seeking out WP programmes at Russell Group HEIs over others. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643180]2.3 Competition and ‘non-negotiable’ structural constraints 
During this time of the academic year, the pressure of competition for participants to access their desired HE programmes was acutely felt. This was only applicable to the Performing Arts BTEC Level 3 students at Ridington College, which was a result of the requirement to pass auditions for acceptance onto related HE courses. High levels of pressure surrounding audition processes were consequently experienced by these participants:
Tony: I’ve got one tomorrow for (pre-1992 institution) and I’m really really nervous!
Sofia: It’s really nerve wracking. 
(Focus group, January 2015)

On the 18th and 19th I had my (London Drama School) and (London FEC) auditions. They were very hard…
THIS WAS A VERY LONG AUDITION WITH A LOT OF COMPETITION. 
(David, diary entry, February 2015)

I got my (London FEC) audition through and I am extremely nervous. It is on the 5th February and the pressure is on. 
(Sofia, diary entry, January 2015) 
What was intriguing was the participants’ recognition of constraints that were outside of their control. One such constraint was repeatedly mentioned by Sofia - the heightened competition of pursuing Dance as a female: 
It’s also to be the best as well in dancing, cos that’s the main competition for me cos I’m female. I’m a female wanting to do ballet dancing. Mainly, to go into a course and to do ballet, the amount of females that’s going to be there and it’s just that sort of like pressure … So I feel like sometimes, I don’t wanna be sexist or anything, but … when it comes to dancing, females do get the most pressure because there’s more of us and it’s a lot more intense. Whereas like boys, it’s intense but not more for like Dance, because there’s not many boys in the industry. Even if a boy turns up to a Dance audition they will consider them, because they want to keep them dancing. 
(Interview, September 2014)
Sofia refers to the positive discrimination towards male dancers that she feels occurs in the industry here. This has clearly not deterred her, but she does hold the expectation that her career choice will be more difficult to pursue successfully as a result of her gender. The transcripts from the male Performing Arts participants also confirmed her views:
Not a lot of boys go there, so kind of gives me the advantage of hopefully getting in. 
(David, interview, February 2015) 

Sofia: You have more of an advantage cos you’re a boy as well! 
Tony: That is true. I think that’s what got me that offer.
(Focus group, January 2015) 
Considering positive discrimination along the lines of gender is notable in terms of constraints and enablements. Sofia is aware that competition may be heightened for her in establishing a dance career as a result of this being a feminised industry. She then faces a structural constraint which she is unable to negotiate. Conversely, this constraint acts as an enablement for her male peers; both David and Tony commented upon the increased likelihood of acceptance to degree programmes as a result of them being male. This provides an excellent example of the different patterns by which enablements and constraints are encountered dependent upon an individual’s personal project, as Archer (2003, p. 7) states: ‘structural and cultural emergent properties retain their generative potential to exert constraints and enablements were anyone or a group to adopt a project upon which they would impinge’. Sofia’s personal project of entering the Dance industry thus involves ‘impinging’ upon the structural constraints of gender demonstrated by the positive discrimination towards males within her desired field. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643181]3. Approaching the application process: The rise of the autonomous reflexive. 
During this phase of the research, participants were completing, or had recently submitted, their UCAS applications (with the exception of Erin). In the periodic interviews and focus groups, I asked questions about the participants’ UCAS applications and, in particular, personal statements, with the intention of understanding how they viewed their purpose and importance (see appendix 4). What emerged was a number of accounts where the mobilisation of capital (Bathmaker et al., 2013), through self-marketing practices, was rife. Subsequently, many participants reflected autonomous tendencies, such as taking a competitive, strategic and instrumentally rational approach to their applications. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643182]3.1 Mobilising capital and ‘ideal’ self-marketing orientations
In the Conceptual Framework chapter, I made reference to Bathmaker et al.’s (2013) work in which they highlight socioeconomic differences to explain how capital is ‘mobilised’ by HE students (see p. 48). This involved participating in work experience, internships and extracurricular activities to gain a competitive advantage in the graduate employment market (Tomlinson, 2008). Whilst such research was undertaken with HE rather than post-16 students, many participants in my own inquiry showed evidence of mobilising capital in an attempt to secure a place on their desired HE programme. This was illustrated clearly when students spoke about the content of their personal statements: 
I’ve got a lengthy paragraph on my like extracurricular activities and what I’ve done as well as my course, and what I’ve done to help benefit my future education…I’ve got a paragraph about work and how that’s benefitted me in like team building. 
(Noel, interview, October 2014)
I had a look at the course content for my university, and its like, showed my interest in them. So it shows that, one of them’s gender, so I’ve put that that’s my favourite topic…I’ve made sure everything I’ve included experience wise leads to what I want to do, whether it be Sociology or teaching afterwards. So like my dance teaching that I do outside of college I’ve mentioned … Stuff like other part-time jobs I’ve had, I’ve not really mentioned apart from the ones that I’ve got team work skills and listening skills and things… I’ve made sure that everything’s relevant. 
(Juliette, focus group, September 2014)
I’ve put about Duke of Edinburgh cos I did that, cos it’s like a Geography degree… I’ve put about like my favourite part of Geography and made sure that that links into, I’ve checked with all the universities…I went to see Chris Packham do a lecture on conservation so I’ve wrote about that. 
(Evelynn, focus group, September 2014) 
ZB: What other things have you put in it so far when you’ve drafted it?
John: Just my work experience mainly. Like, I’ve had the chance to observe the personal care and even observe the end of life care… I put that like I play guitar … cos I learn guitar it does take a hell of a lot of patience and commitment lead guitar.
(Interview, October 2014) 

In the above, Noel, Evelynn, Juliette and John appear to take what Shuker (2014, p. 231) refers to as an ‘active’ approach to self-marketing. This consists of students being ‘enthusiastic’ and ‘embracing’ of the process. They clearly ensure that they are not only selecting relevant information that will advantage them in the application process, but mobilising this into ‘valuable’ capital (Bathmaker et al., 2013, p. 726) by ‘spinning’ past experiences to ‘improve its instrumentality’ (Shuker, 2014, p. 232). For instance, Evelynn associates her Duke of Edinburgh award with studying Geography and is sure to ‘link’ her ‘favourite part’ of the subject to the courses offered by her chosen institutions. Juliette has carefully made the relationship between her experiences, Sociology and her desired teaching career apparent. Both Noel and Juliette also refer to their part-time jobs to convey their skills in ‘team work’, whilst John mentions his college work placements. John also ‘improves the instrumentality’ of his hobby of playing guitar, noting the positive qualities of ‘patience’ and ‘commitment’ that this entails. Daryl and Juliette began working in voluntary roles a short time prior to starting the application process which they included in their personal statements, and John postponed finalising his until he had returned from a work placement in Denmark:

One of the big things I put on is, work experience wise, I do a holiday club called (name) and I help out at there. So I’ve talked about how, you know, I’m able to work with kids at the type of age whilst they’re based around years 7 to 8, because it’s something like from 7 years old to 13. So as well as that, I just started doing some peer mentoring[footnoteRef:32].  [32:  The peer mentoring scheme was run by Collerborough College. This provided the opportunity for A-level students to provide academic support to AS-level students. ] 

(Daryl, focus group, September 2014)

ZB: Did you do peer mentoring?
Juliette: Yeah we’ve just started it up, yeah. I haven’t got any students that I’m working with yet, but I had one last year who was a fellow AS student who was struggling. So I helped her and I’ve put that I’m helping a few more people as well cos that links into doing Sociology, doing teaching and being a Sociology teacher all at once!               
(Focus group, September 2014) 
With going abroad and everything to Denmark that it sort of shows, you know it sort of pushes a bit more that I’ve got the experience. I’m willing to, you know, push myself that bit more…I’m not gonna finish it until the end of November when I get back, cos I’m going to make sure that I do have the experience from Denmark in it. 
(John, interview, October 2014)

As depicted here, students appear to innately ‘know’ how to market themselves effectively. In accessing these activities as they approach the submission of their UCAS applications, Juliette, Daryl and John demonstrate a ‘prospective orientation’ to self-marketing, which involves ‘strategic thinking in the present in order to shape future possibilities’ (Shuker, 2012, p. 239). They draw upon, as Tchibozo (2007, p. 55) suggests in his work exploring extracurricular activities (ECAs) amongst graduates, the ‘strategic potential of extra-curricular activity’. Yet, Bathmaker et al. (2013, p. 726) contend, in response to Tchibozo (2007), that drawing upon the strategic potential of ECAs requires ‘both tacit and explicit know-how of how to package ECAs into valuable “personal capital”’. For clarity, personal capital is defined by Brown and Hesketh (2004, pp. 34-35) as ‘the extent the self can be packaged to capitalize on those personal qualities valued by employers’. 

This begs the question then of where such skills were learnt by the participants. Those who held part-time jobs are likely to have already practised self-marketing skills prior to approaching their UCAS applications; 46% of the sample already held part-time jobs and 23% were actively seeking work during the research period. Such participants then may already be familiar with deciphering what experiences are suitable and relevant to mobilise. Establishing the extent of this though goes beyond the data presented. Yet, what was explicit in the data was the assistance of college tutors across both FECs, particularly with writing effective personal statements:

I was like “This is what I wanna say but how do I put it into words?” kind of thing, and (my tutor) just knew what to put straight away, cos they’re good at that… If you pass it onto your subject teacher like I’ve done, it’s like she’s been there, done that. So she’s applied, she’s done it, she’s now teaching it so she knows that, “Ok maybe that’s not relevant”. It might seem relevant to me, but they won’t find it relevant. 
(Juliette, focus group, September 2014) 
It was like “Ok we’re gonna do this now” so (our tutor) helped everyone to get everything sorted. It was helpful for me, cos otherwise I would’ve been like “How do I write this?” 
(David, interview, February 2015) 
With (tutor) helping us and stuff, telling us like, write a personal statement give it to him and he’d basically be like “Ok, you don’t need that in, you don’t need that, change it for something else”. 
(Paola, interview, January 2015) 

ZB: Where did you learn to do what you’ve done so far on it?
John: Here, in college. When we first came back, (the tutors) were like “Right! We’re starting your personal statements” and then…everyone at the same time just went “Uggghhhh!” [laughs] and then they’re like “Oh it’s alright, we’re going to give you sessions”… We got a hand-out last week with like the Student Room[footnoteRef:33] and loads of stuff of tips and tricks of what to add and how to write it…and like what to add, what not to add, what words to use.  [33:  An online forum for students to share and discuss academic issues, study help, careers information and university choices (see http://www.thestudentroom.co.uk/). ] 

(John, interview, October 2014)
The above accounts were typical of participants’ responses during discussions about UCAS applications. These depict what Shuker (2014, p. 232) regards as an ‘external focus’ in self-marketing practices, which refers to students ‘taking their cues from peers, parents, teachers, admissions officers or imaginary competitors’. Both ‘active’ and ‘external’ orientations are, in Shuker’s (Ibid., p. 234) view, features of the ‘ideal self-marketer’, in which individuals are able to draw on various experiences ‘in ways that are sensitive to the demands of the market’.  These active orientations to self-marketing have been enabled by the advice and guidance of participants’ college tutors which has resulted in them knowing how to identify relevant experiences and mobilise them into valuable capital.  

[bookmark: _Toc477643183]3.2 Autonomous tendencies: Achieving ‘competitive individualism’?
The ‘retrospective’ and ‘prospective’ (Shuker, 2014) approaches to self-marketing mentioned earlier strongly convey the competitive and strategic tendencies of the autonomous reflexive mode. Yet, the establishment of such self-marketing practices appeared to rely, at least in part, on the input of college tutors. The role of college tutors as assisting in instilling particular self-marketing approaches, which in turn depicted ‘autonomous’ tactics, is notable to consider; tutor support aided students in understanding how to portray their experiences effectively and what experiences were relevant to include. This raises the question of whether the education system is aiming to produce young, individualised and competitive young people (or ‘autonomous reflexives’), as a result of ‘neo-liberal impulses’ that ‘favour state powers that actively shape the kinds of individuals who will help to optimise the economy’ (McGregor, 2009, p. 1465). Yates and Roulstone (2013, p. 458) explain that structural features, such as the lack of secure employment, mean that transitions for young people have ‘become increasingly defined by requirements to take individual responsibility for navigating through complex sets of post-school options’. Indeed, policy discourse over the past 30 years has also shifted from one of collective to individual responsibility (Ferge, 1997). The college tutors’ assistance with self-marketing appears to encourage participants to adopt techniques to portray themselves as ‘bold, individualistic and competitive’, which are features of the ‘ideal learner’ not only in the eyes of teachers, but of policy makers too (Brooks, 2013, p. 328). This is further evidenced by the shifts observed in participants’ reflexive modes in comparison to the early stages of the research. Previously, Daryl’s reflexive mode was purely communicative but now comprises a dual mode with autonomous tendencies; John altered from an autonomous/meta dual mode to purely autonomous, whereas Noel’s mode changed from meta-reflexive to autonomous (see tables 2 and 3). 
The autonomous reflexive mode is associated with upwards social mobility (Archer, 2012). In taking this into consideration, learning the qualities of competitive individualism whilst in post-16 education could be regarded as emancipatory; these young participants are quickly adopting the skills required to pursue their personal projects and establish upwards social mobility. When participants were discussing self-marketing, there was no mention of any perceived structural constraints that they may encounter following the application process. Their entire focus, as illustrated in the previous section, was on marketing themselves effectively in order to bolster their chances of gaining acceptance into their chosen HE courses. Yet, as the following chapter will reveal, autonomous tendencies began to diminish amongst the participants when faced with structural constraints. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643184]3.3 Meta-reflexives: Problematising self-marketing
Not all of the participants adopted the use of self-marketing practices uncritically. Instead, two of the meta-reflexive participants (Juliette and Bessy) problematised the notion of the ‘fabricated account of the self’ (Shuker, 2014, p. 227) as a means of self-promotion:
It’s fake really. Well it’s not fake, but you write things to sell yourself and like you make yourself sound a lot smarter than you are … You’d write things that, if I was talking to you now, I wouldn’t say what I’ve written in my personal statement … Its pressure for you to sell yourself for something that maybe you’re not. Like maybe you’ll say that you’re a lot more organised than you actually are … But then I get why they are necessary. 
(Bessy, interview, January 2015) 
Whilst Bessy recognises elements of ‘fabrication’ in order to market herself in her personal statement, she concludes that she understands their purpose. Juliette did not raise any qualms with the purpose of personal statements during focus group discussions, but her diary entries did. Towards the end of the summer of 2014, Juliette was in the early stages of drafting her personal statement. Like Bessy she is critical of these, perceiving them as dishonest:
Personal statements are a pain in the arse backside – FACT
1. It’s so difficult to just talk about yourself for 4000 characters including spaces/ 47 lines!
2. I’m not that interesting! Seriously if I tell them my hobbies and interests – they’ll not let me in. 
3. IT’S ALL LIES!! 
For example: I AM NOT - 
Always clear + precise
Always organised i.e. (take a look at my room)
Always fully interested in my lessons
However – we’re told not to put things like “try” or “for the majority of the time…” Even though these would be more appropriate. 
(Diary entry, July 2014)
What is interesting in Juliette’s account is that her frustrations are not only focused on the process of formulating a personal statement, but also on the deeper connotations of its purpose. She demonstrates an aversion to the tactics she has been advised to take in order to market herself effectively i.e. avoiding using phrases such as ‘try’, even though she feels that these are ‘more appropriate’. Whilst Bessy simply highlights the expectation to convey a specific identity projection to self-market effectively, Juliette demonstrates an almost moral aversion to strategically framing her skills and personal qualities to be marketable to HEIs. Both participants demonstrate meta-reflexive tendencies in doing this; Archer (2012, p. 245) explains that ‘meta-reflexives serve to undermine modernity through their antipathy towards both of its Leviathans – the market and the state’. Juliette’s narrative conveys criticality towards the educational ‘market’ as a result of her negative judgements in having to portray herself in a way she views as unrealistic. 
Despite Bessy and Juliette exhibiting these views, both participants complied with the process. Like Noel, Evelynn and John, Bessy engaged in an ‘active’ and prospective self-marketing approach. She explains in the following how she was sure to mention her trip to Kenya to participate in voluntary work in order to create an identity projection that emphasised that she had an adequate amount of life experience[footnoteRef:34]:   [34:  As well as there being a general consensus amongst Performing Arts students that drama schools favoured mature students (see footnote 27), this was felt to be the case due to mature students having more ‘life experience’ to draw upon in performing. Therefore, ‘life experience’ was viewed as an incredibly important attribute when applying.] 

Obviously I included Kenya in there, just nudged that in there that I’ve been away…That’s why I did it to be honest…part of it was because I was like “Oh that’d be good to put on my reference! Say I’ve been away and I’ve like, done a bit of voluntary work”. They’d be like “Oh this girl’s experienced in life! A cultured lass!” 
(Interview, January 2015) 
As evidenced earlier in the chapter when discussing the self-marketing practices of participants, Juliette engaged in both retrospective and prospective approaches to mobilise ‘valuable’ capital (Bathmaker et al., 2013; Shuker, 2014). 
It is interesting then that both participants approach the personal statement in a strategic manner despite their opposition. I noted in the previous chapter how Bessy exhibited the meta-reflexive mode through her motivation to establish a life of ‘otherness’ to that of her family (Archer, 2003, 2012). I have also previously noted that Juliette’s personal project is to become a Sociology teacher; throughout the entire research period, Juliette consistently expressed intrinsic motivations for wishing to pursue this career. She explains, for instance, that she would like her life to be ‘centred around teaching cos I enjoy it that much’ (Focus group, January 2015), highlighting meta-reflexive tendencies (Archer, 2012). Their engagement with self-marketing practices could be explained in a similar manner to Bessy and Erin’s accounts in the previous chapter which demonstrated partial and likely ‘temporary’ communicative tendencies (see pp. 147-148); Juliette and Bessy have to begrudgingly jump the hoops of the HE application process, temporarily pushing their beliefs aside, in order to eventually accomplish their personal projects which were motivated by meta-reflexive tendencies.  

[bookmark: _Toc477643185]Summary
In this chapter, I have discussed the themes emerging between October 2014 and February 2015 related to participants’ ‘deliberations’ of, and their ‘first steps’ towards, their personal projects for which a HE qualification was required. These themes have included how participants deliberate their choice of HEIs, the challenges experienced in accessing HE and their approaches to the application process. 
I outlined how emotional investment played a significant and powerful role in participants’ deliberation of their preferred HEIs. Emotional responses, such as participants feeling an institution was ‘their place’ or ‘like home’, were realised upon visiting HEIs for auditions, open days and participation in WP programmes. Following this, I explored John and Sofia’s accounts where they were actively deliberating the possibility of studying abroad. I noted various similarities and differences between John and Sofia’s motivations for degree mobility and those of more privileged individuals cited in the research literature. These motivations included seeking ‘excitement’, but, in contrast to the literature, were informed by a degree of strategy in considering how studying abroad would benefit their future employment plans. 
I then provided attention to the challenges of HE access for participants which involved financial constraints, attainment and competition. I demonstrated how financial constraints restricted participants during the application process; Performing Arts participants were required to sacrifice attendance at open days to be able to afford the costs of their auditions. In the case of one participant (May), audition fees contributed to her withdrawing some of her UCAS choices, which substantially constrained her landscape of choice. I discussed how WP schemes, such as Realising Opportunities, provided the financial support for travel costs which was beneficial for students to make more confident HE choices. Moreover, I explained how WP programmes and schemes acted as an enablement in overcoming the constraint of grade requirements for HE progression, with alternative offers providing a means by which participants, such as Erin and Noel, could continue to pursue their personal projects despite set-backs with their examination results. In terms of competition, I explored the accounts of the Performing Arts participants which highlighted the intense pressure experienced during the auditions process, and discussed how this was felt more acutely by Sofia due to her gender. The positive discrimination in the Dance industry towards males, as experienced by Sofia, consequently positioned gender as both an enablement and a constraint, with male participants believing that they had benefitted from this during the selection process. 
Finally, I focused on the participants’ approaches to the UCAS application process, specifically how they formulated their personal statements. I outlined how participants demonstrated ‘ideal’ self-marketing orientations, where they selected relevant information and experiences and improved the instrumentality of these to mobilise them into ‘valuable’ capital. This process, I discovered, was largely taught to participants by their college tutors. These self-marketing orientations conveyed the competitive and strategic tendencies of the autonomous reflexive mode. Since the autonomous mode is associated with upwards social mobility, I critically discussed whether learning such self-marketing approaches was emancipatory for participants; I develop this point further in the following chapter when considering changes in the participants’ future plans. I concluded this discussion of self-marketing approaches by exploring the accounts of two meta-reflexive participants who problematised these practices, perceiving them as dishonest and ‘fake’. I posited that their compliance with the process, despite their objections, arose from the need to temporarily push their criticality aside in order to accomplish their personal projects which were formed on the basis of meta-reflexive tendencies. 



	Participant
	Reflexive mode
	Current post-FE plan

	Bessy
	Meta  
	To study for a degree in Acting at a Theatre School. 

	Daryl
	Autonomous/communicative
	To study for a Drama degree to become a Drama teacher in secondary education.

	David
	Autonomous 
	To study a degree in Performing Arts in order to work in the industry in America.

	Erin
	Meta  
	To study for a degree in Midwifery. 

	Evelynn
	Meta
	To study for a degree in Geography and enter related career. 

	John
	Autonomous
	To study a degree in Mental Health Nursing in Australia and work in an A & E department following this.

	Juliette
	Meta
	To study for a Sociology degree to become an A-level Sociology teacher

	Max
	Autonomous 
	To study for a degree in Acting before entering the Performing Arts industry.

	May
	Fractured 
	To study for a degree in Acting and to have a family.

	Noel
	Autonomous
	To study for a degree in Physics.

	Paola 
	Meta/fractured
	To study for a degree in Dance and Drama or Performing Arts.

	Sofia 
	Meta 
	To study for a degree in Musical Theatre in Spain. 

	Tony 
	Communicative 
	To study for a degree in Dance and Drama.  


Table 4: Participants’ reflexive mode(s) and post-FE plans (September 2014 – February 2015)
[bookmark: _Toc477643186]Making their way

[bookmark: _Toc477643187]Introduction
This chapter explores the findings of the final phase of the research which took place between January and May 2015. By this time, the participants had received their HE offers and were finalising their post-FE plans. In doing so, they were making definite decisions and ‘dedicating’ themselves to specific courses of action; the majority had formulated their personal projects for the future, and the accomplishment of these projects required the possession of a HE qualification. I also include data derived from a later follow-up phase of the research undertaken between October 2015 and January 2016, which details participants’ destinations after leaving FE.
I begin this chapter by exploring ‘shifts’ in participants’ modes of reflexivity along with the structural conditions and agential action that worked in reinforcing these in relation to their HE decision-making. I then discuss the themes that emerged during the final stages of participants’ HE decision-making, specifically their ‘dedication’ in labelling a specific institution as their ‘first choice’ via UCAS.[footnoteRef:35] I detail the importance of ‘campus aesthetics’ in the participants’ decisions, as this was the predominant way participants would distinguish between institutions when committing to a first choice.  [35:  UCAS allows individuals to submit five applications to HEIs. Once responses from their five applications have been received, applicants select a ‘first choice’ along with an ‘insurance choice’. ] 

I then turn my attention to the account of one participant (Sofia) to outline how feelings of ‘fit’, in terms of cultural capital, are powerful enough to lead to self-exclusion. Following this, I highlight the influence of family in HE decision-making. This was addressed in the first findings chapter where I explored family support and encouragement. However, in the final stages of the research, some participants revealed that the influence of their families was more negative, with parents seeking to place geographical restrictions on their child’s landscape of choice. 
I conclude the chapter with a summary of each participant’s post-FE destinations. Within these, I focus on their evaluations of their present situations, their expectations, and their plans for the future. 

1. [bookmark: _Toc477643188]Reflexive turning points: Realising the ‘possibles’
I begin by exploring a number of turning points in participants’ narratives which impacted on their reflexive mode. Turning points can be structural, self-initiated or forced (Hodkinson and Sparkes, 1997). Participants’ plans relating to their post-FE destinations can generally be regarded as a variety of ‘structural’ turning points, which are ‘determined by external structures of the institutions involved’ (Ibid., p. 39), such as the end of compulsory schooling. 
The turning points and subsequent reflexive shifts that I discuss here largely represent Hodkinson and Sparkes’ (1997) definition of ‘forced’ turning points. These are imposed upon individuals by the actions of others or by external factors. This featured heavily in the accounts of John and Tony, where encountering constraints that stood in the way of their original post-FE destinations resulted in a shift from autonomous to communicative reflexivity. 
Self-initiated turning points also emerged in some participants’ accounts. These are those where ‘the person concerned is instrumental in precipitating a transformation, in response to a range of factors in his/her personal life’ (Hodkinson and Sparkes, 1997, p. 39). For Daryl, the discovery of a desirable degree course in a HEI located far away from home resulted in his reflexive mode transforming from a communicative mode to one that depicted meta-reflexive tendencies. May’s reflexive mode also underwent a transformation from fractured to meta after an unpleasant experience at an audition, whereas Noel’s shifted from meta to autonomous as a result of changing his career priorities. I now go on to discuss each of these reflexive shifts in turn.

[bookmark: _Toc477643189]1.1 From social mobility to social reproduction
During the final stages of the research, instances of encountering constraints dominated some participants’ narratives. Despite encountering constraints, participants maintained the same personal projects but ‘re-deliberated’ their route to achieving these. In turn, this resulted in a shift in their reflexive mode. Whilst the lack of change in participants’ overall personal projects is promising, the closing down of their initially envisioned paths to accomplishing these impedes opportunities to encounter enablements in the future. 
In the previous chapter, I detailed John’s plans to pursue a degree at a HEI in Australia, and Sofia’s intentions to study at an Arts Institute in Spain. I highlighted how their accounts demonstrated contradictions with the literature on degree mobility (King et al., 2011; Waters and Brooks, 2010), which concluded that studying abroad is often the preserve of privileged individuals. From this, I speculated whether my data could be presenting evidence of the individualisation thesis, with social background and access to resources seemingly being unimportant. However, John and Sofia’s narratives later revealed that this was not the case. For now, I focus on the developments in John’s narrative and reflexive mode. I provide attention to Sofia later in the chapter when discussing family restrictions. 
A lack of economic capital unfortunately prevented John from studying at the Australian HEI: ‘It’s just not financially doable… It was like 12 grand, 12 thousand dollars. That’s a year, just for the course’ (Interview, January 2015). John further reiterates these financial obstacles in his diary: ‘Although I feel I could meet the entry requirements I’m unsure I could afford to study there as it’s a lot more expensive than here’ (May, 2015). In stating that he felt the entry requirements were achievable, John expressed that finance was the only obstacle preventing him from following his initially planned path to accomplishing his personal project. 
John emphasised how remaining in the UK to study was not only financially plausible but preferable with the receipt of the NHS bursary[footnoteRef:36]. He goes on to conclude that obtaining his degree in his home country is ‘simple’ when comparing this with the intricacies of accommodation arrangements abroad: [36:  Following the 2015 Spending Review, it was announced that NHS student bursaries will no longer be available from 2017. Instead, Nursing, Midwifery and Allied Health students will receive funding in the same manner as other students via Student Finance England (Department of Health, 2016). At the time of data collection, this reform had not been announced and was thus not applicable. Though, this may have implications for John’s intentions to complete a degree in Nursing in the future. ] 

Obviously here we have the NHS to pay for it so, but there, I then had to worry about accommodation. Although I could’ve been staying with family, they live sort of just outside of (Australian city). So then it’d be travelling into (the city) and finding my way around. It was just, like, not bothered doing all that. Just, no, I’d rather just stay here where it’s nice and simple, and then move away somewhere. 
(Interview, January 2015)
What is interesting is that John’s realisation that studying abroad was unobtainable due to financial constraints precedes his justifications of why this would be problematic in terms of accommodation. I propose that in the face of constraints, John undergoes a process of self-justification, reasoning that remaining in the UK is ‘nice and simple’ and, therefore, preferable to studying in Australia. Yet, pointing to self-justification in a context where a structural constraint has prevented a course of action can have limited explanatory power. Self-justification, for instance, is ‘confined to situations where losses are due to prior decisions for which one is responsible’ (Gärling et al., 1997, p. 181, italics added for emphasis). In John’s case, he was not responsible for his limited economic resources that precluded him from attending a HEI abroad. Rather, it is the allocation of financial resources in broader society that restricts John’s access to economic resources. This latter point can provide some explanation as to why John begins to justify remaining in the UK; the only means of bypassing this constraint is unavailable to him. Regardless of this, John’s long term plans remain the same; he still wishes to work abroad upon the completion of his degree (see table 5). 
In the final few months of the research period, John finalised his five UCAS options. His first choice was a post-1992 institution in the South of England where his partner resides. His remaining choices consisted of a post-1992 in the West Midlands, a post-1992 in the North of England, a New University in the North West and a post-1992 in the North East. John explains how he was unsuccessful in gaining a place on his desired degree programme at all but one of his choices (the Northern post-1992), which had not responded with an offer at the time of our last interview:
(North East post-1992), I failed the Maths test and then didn’t even get an interview. And in (North West New University) I aced the Maths test and…I got a decent score in the interview but it wasn’t as good as it could’ve been, so they didn’t offer me a place. (Northern post-1992), whatever they’re doing, didn’t even hear nowt from them, so I decided I’m not waiting round when I could be doing stuff now, so I just withdrew that and withdrew rest of them. (Southern post-1992) didn’t accept me and (West Midlands post-1992) didn’t accept me and offered me Health and Social Care and that’s not what I wanted to do. 
(Interview, May 2015) 
Following rejections from four of his five choices, John decides not to wait for a potential offer from the Northern post-1992. He goes on to explain that he has begun applying for jobs due to his father experiencing impending financial pressures. These pressures arose from John no longer being deemed as a child once he left FE, meaning that his father would not receive child benefits for him. Moreover, his father would no longer be eligible for a council tax discount once John left full-time education: 
The minute I leave college, I live with my dad, and council tax goes up and he’ll stop getting benefits for me as well. And you know, I can’t have him paying that when I’m not making any money and I refuse to go on t’dole or anything. I want to be in work. 
(Interview, May 2015)
Over the space of a few months, John’s plan to progress to HE upon the completion of his FE is thwarted by financial constraints and pressures. Consequently, his reflexive-mode undergoes adjustment. Up until my final interview with John, and as exhibited in the previous two chapters, he demonstrated autonomous tendencies (see tables 2 and 3). Here though, communicative tendencies began to develop alongside his autonomous mode. John’s commitment to assist in improving his father’s financial situation exhibits a departure from the critical detachment and yearning for independence that he sought during the early stages of the research (see pp. 137-138). Instead, John now demonstrates increased involvement in his natal context. The communicative tendencies in his account arise from his response to structural constraints. Communicative reflexives leave structural constraints unchallenged (Archer, 2012), which is evident in John’s post-FE plans. For example, he does not consider finding work whilst leaving his final university application outstanding until he receives a decision; this could have possibly resulted in an acceptance. There are also other options such as Clearing[footnoteRef:37] or UCAS Extra[footnoteRef:38] that John could have pursued. His aversion to challenging this constraint, though, has likely been compounded by the urgency of needing to find work; John exhibits a moral commitment to assist with his father’s financial situation, explaining that ‘I can’t have him paying when I’m not making any money’.  [37:  Applicants who have not received any offers from institutions, or have rejected/withdrawn all of their offers, are able to apply to courses via UCAS where there are spaces remaining. This process is known as ‘clearing’ (UCAS, 2016b).]  [38:  In the case that applicants do not hold any offers, or have withdrawn their offers, they are able to make an ‘Extra’ choice via UCAS (UCAS, 2016c). ] 

This emergence of communicative tendencies in John’s account, following his encounters with financial constraints and the pressures for him to find work, is notable in terms of social mobility. I have explained previously in the thesis that autonomous reflexivity is associated with upwards social mobility, whereas communicative reflexivity is related to social reproduction (Archer, 2012). A lack of economic resources has consequently led to a reflexive shift, one which signifies a movement away from social mobility to social reproduction. Moreover, being unable to obtain a degree abroad may have resulted in the closing off of potential future enablements for John; a report produced by the UK’s Higher Education International Unit (2015) found that graduates who accomplished degree mobility achieved higher earnings, and were more likely to have located work abroad. Being unable to follow this path, then, has potentially prevented John from encountering further enablements to assist him in accomplishing his personal project of working as a Nurse outside of the UK.  
John does retain elements of autonomous reflexivity when he outlines his future plans. However, he hopes that gaining more experience in the labour market will assist him in devising another university application in the future: ‘I’ve decided it would be better for me to gain experience first and then retry for uni at a later date’ (Diary entry, April 2015). John intends to work until he is 25 before submitting another application, a time period of five years. In doing this, he feels he will be looked upon favourably by HEIs due to his work experience: ‘That’s what I want them to look and think “Oh he’s got four years of working and experience with this so of course he’d be alright for nursing”’ (Interview, May 2015). He therefore employs a substantial level of strategy when constructing his long-term plans. 
Shifts in reflexivity were also portrayed by Tony for similar reasons. Earlier in the   research, Tony outlined his intentions to study for a degree in Acting. At this time, he mentioned a number of institutions that he was considering, including an FEC in the North West of England, a Performing Arts Institute in the North, a post-1992 institution and a New University also in the North of England. He later explains, retrospectively, that he was considering institutions in London but that he was unable to attend due to financial reasons: ‘The rest of them were in London, and I wouldn’t be able to financially support myself, neither would my mum or my dad…My mum would have to pay extra’ (Interview, January 2015). This led Tony to consider institutions that were closer to home. I must highlight though that the financial aspects associated with moving a considerable distance away was not the only constraint experienced by Tony; his mother expressed strong disagreements with his intentions to move to London. For the purpose of clarity, I explore this point more thoroughly later in the chapter when discussing ‘family restrictions’. When Tony suggests (retrospectively) that he was considering studying in London during the early stages of the research, he exhibited a dual reflexive mode which comprised both communicative and meta-reflexive tendencies. His communicative tendencies emerged from his investment in his natal context (p. 151), whilst his intrinsic interests in acting conveyed elements of meta-reflexivity (pp. 117-118). After realising that he does not have the requisite economic resources to pursue his studies in London, Tony accepts that he will be progressing to a HEI closer to home. Consequently, his mode of reflexivity becomes wholly communicative. He begins to justify remaining close to home as beneficial: 
I know I want to go far away, but I’m also the kind of person that I know if anything happens, I’m close to home. So I don’t have to travel so far away. If anything happens, I can just go back, maybe stay back with my mum for the weekend. 
(Interview, January 2015)
This desire to sustain bonds with the natal context, again, further highlights communicative tendencies (Archer, 2012). 
The justification of financial constraints demonstrated by both John and Tony is important to highlight; this works in masking the effects of constraints. John reasons that studying in the UK is ‘simpler’, whilst Tony begins to cite the advantages of attending a HEI close to home. Through this process of justification, the outcome of their decisions is framed as an intentional choice i.e. a choice free of constraints, which is clearly not the case. This ‘masking’ effect can lead to inaccurate conclusions that individuals have willingly made their HE decisions from an unrestricted landscape of choice. As a result, assumptions may be made by policy makers that such young people are ‘failures in self-governance’, who are ‘unable or unwilling to appropriately capitalize on their lives’ (Gillies, 2005, p. 837), leaving structural constraints unchallenged. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643190]1.2 Letting go of the natal context
For one participant (Daryl), a complete change in their reflexive mode occurred during the final stages of the research. At the start of the research, Daryl had strong communicative tendencies illustrated by his need to seek confirmation from others, as well as an aversion to leaving home (p. 150). Yet, when completing his UCAS application, Daryl’s communicative tendencies were still present but he began to demonstrate autonomous tendencies through his approach to self-marketing (see table 3). 
During the final stages of the research, a pronounced change occurred in Daryl’s HE plans which subsequently altered his reflexive mode; he had now decided to leave home and reside in student accommodation should he be successful in achieving the entry requirements for his first choice institution:
It was a hard decision to think about because obviously it’s one of those ones where I’ve got to think about accommodation, cos I did sway in the end to actually living at the accommodation even though my original intention was to remain at home…I must have been a little bit out of my mind originally, and I was thinking logistically about, I came to the decision, kinda was thinking “Well it’s all fine and dandy you saying well you’re gonna commute there, hang on a second, first of all you’ve got your lectures to deal with. Second of all you don’t know how long it takes till you know, a train gets to (home) and then you’ve gotta get back. It’s gonna be an absolute hassle and you’ll barely get time to actually do your work” and I’m there thinking…“You do need to move away”…It’s an exciting experience because you know, I’ve never moved away from home. 
(Interview, May 2015)
Daryl’s ‘new’ first choice institution was a post-1992 in the North East of England. His initial first choice, a post-1992 in close proximity to his home, now acts as his insurance place. So, which features of his new first choice institution had led him to abandon his plans of remaining at home? This, Daryl states, was primarily due to the course content offered at the North-East post-1992, which was both in line with his interest in musicals, and his personal project of teaching: ‘They have units based on musicals which I adore and also yeah, teaching drama’ (Audio diary, December 2014). 
This alteration in Daryl’s plans results in a transformation of his reflexive mode to that of meta-reflexivity. Through his explanation of his decision to leave home, he conveys meta-reflexive tendencies in two ways. Firstly, the intricate recital of his own internal conversations when making his decision demonstrates the meta-reflexive tendency to ‘bend back’ on his own internal conversation by questioning himself in the light of new information (Archer, 2003, p. 255). By engaging in this process, Daryl questions himself on his initial intention to commute to his chosen HEI, commenting that he must have been ‘out of his mind’ and accepting that the reasonable action to take was to relocate. Secondly, his response to moving away has transformed, in that he initially could not bear the thought of leaving his home and family. Now, he regards leaving home as an ‘exciting’ opportunity, representing a welcoming attitude to new experiences characteristic of the meta-reflexive mode (Archer, 2012). 

[bookmark: _Toc477643191]1.3 From fractured to meta: The importance of dovetailing
In the previous findings chapter, I discussed May’s fractured reflexive tendencies (pp. 170-171). Her fractured reflexive mode emerged from her uncertainty as to why she had progressed to study Performing Arts at college, as well as her personal project of ‘having a family’ being incompatible with the insecurity of the Performing Arts industry. 
In the final stages of the research, May explains how she failed an audition for a place on an Acting degree. She reflects on how, despite spending a sizable sum of money to attend the audition, that she ‘messed up’ purposefully upon realising that she did not want to pursue acting: 
It cost me like £300 to get there and stuff, and I got there and the audition was like a complete disaster…I kinda did it on purpose, I let myself down on purpose cos I knew that I didn’t want to do it…I messed up in my audition but I was kinda relieved. As soon as it was over, even though I messed up, I was relieved that I didn’t have to ever do that again. 
(Interview, April 2015)
May explains that performing makes her feel physically unwell and this prompted her realisation that she did not wish to continue with Performing Arts-related studies at HE level: ‘It’s like the performances are like, I don’t know, I just get ill every time before and it’s like I don’t really wanna be doing that’ (Interview, April 2015). Following this realisation, May withdrew her remaining UCAS choices and applied for a degree in Broadcast Journalism at a pre-1992 institution in the North West of England via UCAS Extra. Although she had not mentioned this previously, she explains that she had looked into this degree subject before making her initial UCAS choices. She was drawn to Broadcast Journalism as it is ‘a more written course than performance’, as well as demanding some performance skills to enable her to utilise what she had learnt during her BTEC Level 3: ‘Like before UCAS I’d already looked into like the Broadcast Journalism, cos it was still kinda like performance like, like presenting and stuff’ (Interview, April 2015).  
May’s concerns appear to have ‘dovetailed’ during the final phase of the research, something which cannot be accomplished by fractured reflexives (Archer, 2012). Archer (Ibid., p. 109) explains that we ‘shape a life’ through dovetailing multiple concerns. In order to achieve this, concerns ‘have to be modified …or, in some cases, abandoned’ (Ibid.). In applying to study a degree in Broadcast Journalism, this not only utilises May’s existing performance skills, but will also lead to a career outside of the Performing Arts industry which she felt was too unstable to accommodate her personal project. May’s prior confusion may, indeed, have been the result of finding it difficult to align her BTEC Level 3 studies with a career that would provide the stable conditions to start the family she craved, leading to uncertainty and fractured tendencies. Once she experienced a turning point - the ‘realisation’ that she did not want to pursue Acting - she was able to complete the final phase of the Discernment, Deliberation and Dedication scheme to place herself on the path to achieving her personal project. 
May’s mode of reflexivity subsequently transformed in this final phase of the research; this now consisted of a dual ‘meta/communicative’ mode. Her communicative tendencies were strongly evident through her reasoning behind her personal project of ‘having a family’. She explains that this was inspired by her own positive experiences of family life: ‘My ideal future’s to have like a family, that’s like my most important thing, because I’ve come from such a loving family, I know that I want a family as well’ (Interview, April 2015). Communicative reflexives typically aim to reproduce their natal context (Archer, 2012), which is precisely what May hopes to do in replicating a ‘loving family’. 
The way that May conducts her internal conversations, though, does not represent the communicative reflexive mode; she does not, for instance, feel the need to seek confirmation from others. Instead, May formulates her decisions internally before informing others, such as her mother: ‘I feel like my mum, she doesn’t influence my decisions, like I know what I want to do myself, but she’d always be behind me’ (Interview, January 2015). Throughout the last stages of the research, May demonstrated a meta-reflexive mode, through both her tendency to conduct her internal conversations privately, and also through a process of reflecting on her own reflections. May reflected upon her thought processes to understand why she initially wanted to pursue acting which she revealed was an outcome of feeling obligated to, having already started her BTEC Level 3 studies in this area: ‘I just, I stuck with the acting because I thought “Well I’m in an Acting course, I should do acting”’ (Interview, April 2015). She then questioned her original plans to study this at HE level before coming to the realisation that she wished to abandon this following her relief at failing her audition. This depicts a process of ‘bending back’ on her internal conversations and questioning her initial thoughts - a feature of meta-reflexivity (Archer, 2012). 
When considering May’s reflexive shift, it is necessary for me to outline alongside this that the interview schedule used here contained a number of questions which encouraged participants to reflect on their decisions throughout the research period (see appendix 5). This may have inspired increased levels of ‘meta-reflection’ to an extent. However, during earlier phases, May found it difficult to provide any coherent reasoning behind her future plans. Now, she no longer appears to experience issues in reflecting or making choices and demonstrates a high level of certainty. Hence, I contend that her ‘meta-reflection’ did not emerge solely as a result of the interview schedule. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643192]1.4 Money over passion: Transitioning from meta to autonomous
In the first findings chapter, I discussed the role of intrinsic qualities and passion in guiding HE subject choices. Within this, I explored the narrative of Noel who hoped to study a Physics degree and eventually enter a career in research (see pp. 120-121). He demonstrated meta-reflexive tendencies as a result of being motivated to pursue this on the basis of intrinsic interests and qualities. 
During the final stages of the research, he enters a process of further discernment over his future career intentions. Although Noel still hopes to study for a degree in Physics, he began considering working in financial services instead of research as originally planned: 

I still want to be able to do research and work in industry. But I’ve also recently been thinking more about going into like, something that’s a bit off the wall from my Physics degree, but going into finance or something like that. 

(Interview, May 2015) 

Noel’s explanation for this change was that he was drawn to the ‘money side’ of a career in finance:

It just made me think about like, I don’t know, more of the money side of a job I guess as opposed to just doing something that you want to do…a lot of jobs in finance usually lead to quite high paying careers and stuff like that, so I’m just like considering it more I guess. 
(Interview, May 2015) 

This desire to enter a career for the purpose of monetary gain is more closely related to autonomous reflexivity (Archer, 2003, 2012). Additionally, Noel openly compares the opportunities for travel in both research and finance-orientated careers, concluding that the latter would be preferable: 

Jobs in research are a bit more relaxed than like, I don’t know, a senior exec at a company. It’s probably a stressful job…if I worked in research I probably wouldn’t, I might travel a bit actually, but you probably wouldn’t get to travel as much as someone like a senior, some kind of like exec. 
(Interview, May 2015)

Money and globalised employment opportunities therefore become a prominent concern for Noel which has consequently led him to reassess his future career from one that would satisfy his passion for Physics, to one that will provide him with high financial gains. This represents a shift from meta to autonomous reflexive motivations (Archer, 2012). 

It is interesting to explore what may have contributed to changes in Noel’s motivations. During an earlier focus group in January 2015, I posed a question asking what the participants’ ‘least ideal’ future lifestyle would involve (see appendix 5). Noel responded to this by expressing fears of potentially losing everything he had worked for:

Noel: I think like the thought of getting to exactly where you want to be in life, then having that taken away be kind of like, heart breaking
Unanimous: Yeah
Evelynn: Like getting fired? [laughs]
Noel: Yeah like getting fired or just like, failing…Or like, like having a job and a home and everything and then losing it if you go bankrupt or something crazy like that. 
Noel’s concerns over finance in the future could have contributed to this sudden change in his career plans. His future career may now be perceived as means of maintaining financial success once this has been obtained. The conversations that had taken place during the January 2015 focus group, then, may well have led him to reassess his priorities, perceiving more security in pursuing a career for its propensity to be high in financial, rather than intrinsic, gains. 

2. [bookmark: _Toc477643193]Dedicating to a HEI
Throughout the previous findings chapters, I have provided insights into the influences, reasons and motivations evident in participants’ HE decision-making. In the first findings chapter, I paid attention to the way participants decided upon their chosen subject areas. Within this, biographical experiences, intrinsic interests and instrumental rationality all emerged with varying levels of intensity in the participants’ narratives. 
By the later stages of the research, participants had established the specific subject area that they wished to study at HE level, which subsequently led them to seek the courses that best fit with their interests. Once participants discovered such courses, they then conducted further research into the HEI offering this. This process is clearly articulated by Juliette when she and the other participants were completing their UCAS applications: 
ZB: Did this (the UCAS fair) give you ideas of particular unis, or just more about the subject? 
Juliette: Both, we managed to find out more about what the course for each different uni, cos obviously sometimes the subjects are different, like the topics are different
ZB: Hmm
Juliette: So we managed to find out which ones would we’d be more interested in which then led us to look into the university more. 
(Focus group, September 2014)
Certainly, HE decision-making is an incredibly ‘intricate, multi-factorial process’ (Reay, 1998, p. 520) involving an array of influences and my intention is not to ‘simplify’ this with the above account. As depicted throughout the findings of the thesis so far, location, family, friends, tutors, emotion, finance and attainment, along with structural constraints, enablements and participants’ reflexive responses to these, all performed unique roles in their HE decision-making. Yet, Juliette’s explanation cited above does reflect the typical process undertaken by participants in approaching specific HEIs.
In the following, I discuss how the participants became dedicated to their ‘first choice’ HEI after submitting their UCAS applications. Remarkably, campus aesthetics and the standard of facilities featured heavily in participants’ decisions to deem a HEI as their ‘first choice’. Feelings of ‘fit’ also emerged in one participant’s account (Sofia’s), which in turn led to self-exclusion from a specific HEI and, consequently, shaped her ‘first choice’. Finally, geographical ‘restrictions’ that participants’ parents attempted to place on them also played a role in this process. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643194]2.1 Campus aesthetics: The deciding factor?
Campus aesthetics and the quality of facilities are regarded as less influential in HE decision-making. In the literature, the importance of financial considerations, such as the cost of living, accommodation and travel (Wilkins et al., 2012), academic reputation and location (Briggs, 2006; Diamond et al., 2012), teaching quality (Dunnett et al., 2012) and the programmes offered (Galotti, 1995), have been found to be the most important factors in an applicant’s choice of HEI[footnoteRef:39]. Campus aesthetics were regarded as meaningful in Yamamoto’s (2006) survey research of HE decision-making in Turkey, but there is little elaboration as to how this was important due to the study’s quantitative approach. Research has often only taken participants’ intended choices into account, rather than actual destinations (with the exception of Galotti, 1995). Whilst these studies have been valuable in highlighting influential factors in HE decision-making, they cannot provide insights into actual decisions. As noted in the previous findings chapters, location, living costs, degree subjects, financial constraints and attainment all featured in participants’ narratives when they were ‘discerning’ and ‘deliberating’ their initial HE intentions. Such factors were, therefore, important in the earlier stages of participants’ HE decision-making. Though, when dedicating to their ‘first choice’ institution, the factors cited in the literature noted above are largely absent.  [39:  See Dunnett et al. (2012) pp. 204-07 for a more extensive overview of important factors in HE choice as noted in previous studies.  ] 

Campus aesthetics and the standard of facilities emerged as very influential when deciding upon ‘first choice’ institutions. David had, at this time, recently received an offer along with a scholarship to study at an American University located in London. Previously in the thesis, I explained that David’s personal project consisted of obtaining a degree in Performing Arts before entering the industry in America (p. 129). The offer of a degree at an American institution appeared fitting with his personal project. Surprisingly though, David rejected this in favour of a Northern New University. His explanations for this were primarily focused upon the aesthetic quality of these institutions:
David: It’s an American school, but I like it, but not as much as (Northern New University). I mean I could go there and not pay anything, just you know, have it. But I’d rather spend that student loan but then pay back and hadn’t even noticed that I’ve paid it back, so it just doesn’t really matter. (Northern New University) was the better choice.
ZB: What was the main thing that put you off? Because a scholarship is really good -
David: It is. 
ZB: And it’s an American school, and you wanted to go to America one day? 
David: It’s an American school, yeah yeah. That was a massive dilemma with me. It’s just the university wasn’t nice. If you don’t feel it then I’m not gonna go there. At (Northern New University), I wouldn’t go there if it was an ugly university, if it was nasty, but it’s beautiful and it’s just amazing and I love it… I need to go somewhere where visually it’s nice and beautiful so I can enjoy myself while I’m studying. 
(David, focus group, May 2015)
David thus became dedicated to the Northern New University which he feels is ‘beautiful’ after concluding that the American HEI ‘wasn’t nice’. This, David articulates, is important to him, as he perceives the aesthetic quality of the institution as playing a role in his ‘enjoyment’ of his university experience. He subsequently turns down a scholarship and, hence, an ‘enablement’ that may have provided him with a connection to the American Performing Arts industry. However, David elaborated that he disliked the time commitment required at the American HEI; the course contained compulsory elements, such as traditional subjects, that were required to be studied alongside students’ degree programmes: ‘It’s a university that, you study your course but you also have to do History and Geography and Maths, English’ (Focus group, May 2015). It is worth noting here that in the early stages of the research, David regarded himself as a ‘practical person’, explaining that he found traditional subjects such as Maths and English ‘dreadful’. For David then, a combination of the aesthetic quality of the campus, along with the structure of the degree programme, resulted in his dedication to the Northern New University. 
Like David, Erin placed a high level of importance on aesthetic features and the standard of facilities offered when ‘dedicating’ herself to her first choice. Previously, Erin’s first choice was a Northern Russell Group, in which the standard of the facilities in the institution’s Nursing department was influential; she writes the following in her diary following a visit to this HEI early in the research period:
OMG, it is so nice! We only really looked round the Nursing department but it’s amazing! It looks like a real hospital! :o 
I want to go back to get a proper campus tour so I can see the uni and accommodation properly but so far I love it!!
(Diary entry, June 2014)
Moreover, Erin’s comments following a visit to an alternative Northern Russell Group were incredibly similar; she continued to prioritise the aesthetic features of the institution:
It’s so pretty!
It’s a campus university so it means everything is all together and it is right in the centre of (city)!
The nursing department was getting completely renovated so we couldn’t fully see it. But from what we could see it will look all new and high-tech!
The whole campus was amazing and the accommodation was even better!
(Diary entry, June 2014)
Whilst both of the above institutions featured in Erin’s final five choices, her first choice changed from the Northern Russell Group to the alternative Northern Russell Group (both mentioned above) during the final months of the research. Her reasoning was as follows: 
Erin: Have you ever seen (alternative Northern Russell Group)?
ZB: Yes
Erin: How that’s all red brick buildings, it all looks really pretty, it’s all like in one. Whereas (initial first choice Northern Russell Group), although it is a campus, it’s really big and all the buildings are like from different like years and they just don’t match…Cos like they were saying like oh there’s some buildings from when it was first built like, ever, and then there’s some buildings from like the 60s and then some are from like the 80s… Obviously (alternative Northern Russell Group) was established pretty much all in one, and if it wasn’t, the buildings were built like it was all-in-one if that makes sense?
ZB: Yes it does make sense
Erin: I just like that, it looks really cute [laughs]
(Interview, May 2015) 
Erin explains how she was deterred by the architecture of her initial first choice institution being constructed in different eras. She was then drawn to the alternative Russell Group as the buildings appeared to have been established around the same time, which looked more visually pleasing. In their report on student expectations and perceptions of HE, Kandiko and Mawer (2012, p. 31) comment that: ‘Dilapidation and disrepair in buildings was looked upon poorly and, in some cases, viewed comparatively between institutions when students had experience of other institutions’. Whilst Erin’s account does not suggest that she was deterred due to dilapidations or disrepair, she was dissuaded from attending once she had viewed the buildings at the alternative Northern Russell Group. This corresponds with Kandiko and Mawer’s comments, in that Erin begins to view the institutions comparatively, concluding that she prefers the ‘matching’ architecture at the alternative Northern Russell Group. 
It is interesting that the importance placed on aesthetic features of HEIs emerges in the later stages of participants’ decision-making. Similar findings occurred in Galotti’s (1995) longitudinal research. During the earlier stages of her inquiry, ‘campus appearance’ and ‘campus atmosphere’ was noted as being one of the least influential factors in decision-making (Ibid., p. 471). Yet, twelve months into the research period, ‘campus atmosphere’ was the third most influential factor, coming second to the location and size of the HEI. Additionally, the importance of ‘campus appearance’ increased over time. I posit that the reason campus aesthetics become progressively more important over the course of participants’ HE decision-making is a result of having previously prioritised other features, such as the courses offered, location and entry requirements, to arrive at their five UCAS choices. Hence, these five choices have already been appraised by the participants as meeting their expectations in these areas. Subsequently, participants begin to take a more specific set of criteria, such as aesthetic features and the quality of facilities into account. They then assess their five choices comparatively along these lines. Furthermore, I propose that there is a relationship between participants’ perceptions of the aesthetic features of a specific HEI and emotional investment. In the previous chapter, I outlined the process that Diamond et al. (2012, p. 12) describe concerning the creation of emotional ties where applicants ‘place’ themselves in HEIs. I suggest that the aesthetic features of a HEI play a large role in this act of ‘placing’ oneself. Potential applicants are unlikely to achieve this at a campus they find visually unpleasant. 
Not all participants were of this opinion however; Max explained how his first choice institution (an FEC in the North West of England) had a reputation for being aesthetically unpleasing: ‘People have told me like, it’s not the most scenic of places, but I’m not like [laughs], I’m not bothered about the place, I’m bothered about the course’ (Interview, January 2015). At this time, Max had not seen the institution first-hand but was preparing to attend for an audition. This still remained as his first choice, even after the audition process was complete; for him, the course was the most important feature in his decision to study at this institution. However, Max’s career considerations earlier in the research led him to opt for courses that were of little use to him. At the start of the research, Max was considering entering a teaching career. After applying, he realised that he wished to enter the Performing Arts industry: ‘During the process of applying, I was doubting being a teacher … This meant that I only really had two options, Northern post-1992 + North West FEC’ (Diary entry, December 2014). As a result, he was left with applications to courses that were strongly related to teaching Performing Arts, rather than working within it. Following his change of career plans, Max felt that his options were limited, with just two viable HEIs to choose from as opposed to five. Max goes on to explain that whilst the post-1992’s campus was attractive, the course offered by the North West FEC was preferable: ‘The campus was so nice. It’s like, if it wasn’t for the course, I’d go there, it was that nice. But obviously I need to think about my career…So I’m not just gonna go there cos it looks nice’ (Interview, January 2015). I posit then that when institutional choices become constrained, features of the HEI that were important in participants’ decision-making earlier in the process, such as the course content, continue to dominate later on. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643195]2.2 ‘They were just really smart and academic’: Feelings of fit and self-exclusion
As explained in the previous chapter and briefly revisited above, emotional investment in HEIs demands the ability to ‘place’ oneself in the institution (Diamond et al., 2012). Feelings of ‘fit’ are likely to be important in this process. It is meaningful to consider what leads potential applicants to lack such feelings when entering a HEI. This was evidenced by one participant (Sofia) during the final phase of the research. 
Sofia explained how she had been offered a place along with a £2000 scholarship at a Southern Russell Group. Yet, she had decided against attending this institution during the selection process: 
(Southern Russell Group) which I got in and I got a £2000 scholarship…it just didn’t, I just couldn’t see myself there. It was way too academic. Like we had a group discussion, and I didn’t understand half of it. Like everyone was like, talking about like “What sort of physical theatre shows or like contemporary shows have you seen that’s inspired you?” and they’re all talking about Rambert[footnoteRef:40], and I’ve never seen a Rambert show…I’ve not really seen one live to kinda like say. So I was just like, everyone was going in such depth…I was just like “Oh my God”. I think everybody there, cos they were talking about A-levels, were predicted to get As, A stars, then there was like me [laughs]. Like at GCSE, they just got all As and A stars…one of them got all A stars at GCSE level and they were just really smart and academic so it wasn’t for me.  [40:  A contemporary dance company based in London. ] 

(Focus group, May 2015)
Sofia explains here how she felt the institution ‘wasn’t for (her)’ due to the other applicants being ‘really smart and academic’. She highlights how she was unable to contribute to conversations regarding performances hosted by a prestigious dance company having not seen one herself. Her feelings of being unable to ‘fit in’ are then related to two specific issues: 1) The academic and vocational ‘divide’, and 2) not having the same cultural experiences as the other applicants. 
Scholars have highlighted that there is a lack of parity of esteem between A-level and vocational qualifications in the eyes of employers (Aynsley and Crossouard, 2010) and also in the eyes of students themselves (Bowers-Brown, 2016; Leathwood and Hutchings, 2003; Shields and Masardo, 2015). The perceptions of HEIs are not as explicitly documented. However, in 2015, a YouGov report noted that 70% of the HEIs surveyed viewed A-level qualifications to be the ‘minimum standard’ expected for applicants to gain admission to that particular institution. Furthermore, the Russell Group website states that BTEC qualifications ‘are not considered suitable preparation’ for many courses in research-intensive institutions (RussellGroup.ac.uk, 2016). These attitudes collectively implicate that the A-level is considered as more valuable.  
A-levels also provide a major pathway into prestigious institutions; in Hoelscher et al.’s (2008) research, they highlight that lower numbers of vocational students access pre-1992 institutions in comparison to those possessing A-levels. Additionally, Boliver’s (2013, p. 353) research on fair access to prestigious institutions concluded, through an examination of UCAS statistics, that those holding A-level qualifications were ‘nearly three times as likely to apply to a Russell Group university compared to holders of other kinds of qualification’. Whilst these inequalities in accessing different ‘types’ of HEI are undoubtedly important to consider in the field of WP, the fact that Sofia felt deterred from progressing to the Southern Russell Group was not due to the failure to obtain a place. Rather, it was the overwhelming presence of applicants studying A-levels and the academic alienation this caused her to feel, that led to her self-exclusion. 
Scholars have repeatedly concluded that not possessing the relevant cultural capital with ‘exchange value’ in the field of HE can result in rejection and self-exclusion from HEIs generally, or particular ‘types’ of HEI (Archer and Hutchings, 2000; Hoelscher et al., 2008; Reay et al., 2005). For Sofia, her absence of cultural capital associated with ‘beaux arts’ (Sullivan, 2007), such as having experience of a prestigious dance company’s productions, led to feelings of alienation during her interview. This, as Burke and McManus (2009, p. 21) explain, is not innate, but ‘an arbitrary, that is, a cultural product of a specific process of inculcation’ which Sofia has not been subjected to. Since her self-exclusion arose from not possessing the requisite cultural experiences of ‘beaux arts’, this provides further weight to my arguments outlined in the Conceptual Framework chapter against Archer’s (2012) view that old style cultural capital is not relevant in nascent morphogenesis; I asserted that ‘[o]ld style cultural capital can still offer some form of advantage, particularly in traditional arenas’ (p. 59). Sofia’s experience evidences this particularly well, in that she felt placed at a disadvantage for not having similar cultural experiences to her fellow applicants. Although Sofia was not ‘excluded’ from entry having being offered a place along with a scholarship, she felt estranged enough from this culture to conclude that this institution was ‘not for (her)’.  

Sofia’s account conveys how the greater likelihood of A-level students to apply to research-intensive institutions, coupled with the inequalities in accessing cultural capital that holds ‘exchange value’ in this field, collectively worked in deterring her from progressing to this institution. This feeling of alienation was strong enough for Sofia to reject the economic capital offered to her in the form of a scholarship should she accept the place. Thus, institutions need to be mindful that financial incentives alone may not overcome inequalities in access; the issue of how cultural capital within the HE field can work in distancing applicants from underrepresented backgrounds, such as Sofia, needs to be addressed by institutions themselves. Various New Labour initiatives to redress inequalities in social and cultural capital, such as AimHigher (2004-2011) and The Extra Mile (DCSF, 2009), have been criticised for following a ‘deficit’ model of WP, with little pressure being placed on policy and HE cultures to change (Archer, 2007; Burke, 2012). Instead of placing the onus on individual students to change, scholars such as Hayton et al. (2015) have argued that institutions should work towards transforming their own cultures and practices. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643196]2.3 ‘You can’t go any further than there!’: Family imposed restrictions on geographical horizons
In the first findings chapter, I outlined how the role of the family was only occasionally mentioned in the ‘discernment’ stage of participants’ HE decision-making. When family was mentioned by the participants, this was done so in a way which highlighted support and encouragement. For example, Bessy consulted with her mother to gain further understandings of the ‘real world’, such as independent living arrangements (p. 147), whilst Erin sought guidance on techniques that she could utilise to ‘narrow down’ her HE choices (p. 148). Similarly, Daryl divulged his HE and career plans to his immediate and extended family members to understand if teaching was ‘right for him’ (p. 149), and John mentioned his father’s encouragement of his progression to HE in order to ‘live somewhere nice’ in the future (pp. 132-133). 
As the research progressed, it became apparent that family support and encouragement was not experienced by all participants. In the case of Tony and Juliette, their mothers attempted to constrain their geographical horizons in their HE decision-making, wishing for them to remain close to, or within, the family home. Here, I discuss Tony and Juliette’s accounts of their parents’ disapproval, which not only infiltrated their HE decision-making but, in some cases, had implications for the development of their reflexive modes. 
Earlier in the research period, Tony explained how his mother was the person he conversed with the most about his HE plans (p. 151). In the final stages of the research though, Tony’s mother’s involvement in his HE choices grew in intensity. Tony explained how his original plan to study in London resulted in an argument with his mother: ‘So I was talking to my mum, and me and my mum had a massive argument so I was like [sigh] “Ok think about what she’s said, think about what she’s said, think about what I said, think about what I want”’ (Interview, January 2015). Following this, Tony describes that he was now jointly making decisions with his mother about which HEIs he was going to apply to: 
Me and my mum have both agreed, when we’ve got all our options, we’re gonna sit down together, we’re gonna go through every bit, bit by bit together, figure out which ones are the best, and then at the end of it we’ll have a decision.
(Interview, January 2015). 
In the final focus group conducted with Tony, he discloses how he had come to an agreement with his mother concerning the geographical distance of his HE choices: 
We came to an arrangement where she was like “You can’t go any further than (Northern City). I won’t mind you near (the West Midlands) cos your Gran lives in (town) and that’s not far away”…So she was like “You can’t go any further than there! Nowhere near London, it’s too expensive and you’re too far away. I won’t be able to come and visit you.”’ 
(Interview, May 2015)
Although Tony views this as a mutual ‘arrangement’, his mother clearly places various geographical restrictions on his HE choices. I noted earlier in the chapter how Tony commented that his parents would be unable to offer the required financial support for him to commence his studies in London. Yet, Tony recites a previous argument with his mother, in which she threatened to withhold additional financial support should he choose to move away: ‘She just would not accept me going away. I was like “Mum I’m doing it, no matter what you say”. She was like “I will not pay for you”’ (Interview, October 2015). In revisiting Tony’s assertion that his parents were unable to provide him with the necessary financial support to study in London, his mother’s statement that she will not pay raises uncertainties as to which constraint holds the most weight here, whether it be the cost or his mother’s disapproval. In Whitty et al.’s (2015, p. 42) review of HE choice literature, the authors comment that: ‘It is not clear that the financial assistance available to students is sufficient in contexts where the young person cannot draw on additional support from parents to cover the full costs of attending higher education away from home’. Although Whitty et al. (Ibid.) are likely referring to instances where parents cannot afford to support their children financially, this can also extend to scenarios where parents can provide such support but refuse to do so. This highlights issues around the expectation that parents can and will contribute to the cost of their child’s HE (Coughlan, 2005; Johnstone, 2004). In the first findings chapter, Sofia’s account highlighted that not all parents can contribute to the cost of their child’s HE (see p. 154). Yet, the disputes between Tony and his mother convey that parents may not necessarily want to pay either. 
I discussed the impacts that these financial constraints had on Tony’s reflexive mode earlier in the chapter, in that his justification for remaining close to home along with his desire to maintain links with his natal context represented his reflexive mode as fully communicative. At the time of the final focus group, however, his reflexive mode indicates a dual split, with indications of both communicative and autonomous reflexivity. Tony still voiced hopes of remaining involved with his natal context whilst in HE, particularly in terms of maintaining his friendships with his peers at college: 
I’ll probably come back, couple of weeks maybe once a month … when everyone else goes off to their universities like, the people that I’m really close with like (friend), (friend)- and Paola …When we all come back, it’s not gonna stop us from like getting in touch and saying “Hey do you wanna meet up and catch up?” 
(Focus group, May 2015)
Tony’s plans for the distant future though demonstrate autonomous tendencies. When asked what his ideal future lifestyle would consist of, Tony repeatedly placed emphasis on material goods and financial stability which he hoped to obtain through his chosen career:
If I were to make it in this industry, whether it be on TV or theatres or my own company or films, like no matter what area I’m doing, I’d be happy with it. As long as I’m making a good amount of money and I’ve got a nice house, massive back garden… I wanna just get a good job and nice house. That’s it, that’s all I want. 
(Focus group, May 2015)
Here, Tony initially states that he would be content working in Performing Arts in any capacity but then stresses ‘as long as I’m making a good amount of money’. His passion for Performing Arts, as stated in previous chapters, conveys meta-reflexive tendencies but his condition for it to be well paid in order to be able to obtain material goods pushes this into the realm of the autonomous mode. In order to clarify whether financial benefits held greater precedence over his passion, I asked Tony how he would feel if he was working in the Performing Arts industry but was not earning a large amount of money. He responded: ‘I’d probably be frustrated, because I wanna be making a bit of money … I’d be frustrated about that’ (Interview, May 2015). 
This apparent pursuit of a new form of reflexivity may be a way for Tony to disconnect from the communicative mode. As the research progressed, it became more apparent that Tony struggled to break away from communicative tendencies due to structural constraints related to finance, as well as the limitations placed on his choices by his mother. By envisioning his post-HE future, it may be that Tony is able to imagine himself in a position away from his natal context and, hence, away from the limitations this has placed on him throughout his decision-making journey, enabling him to engage with a new reflexive mode. 
Unlike Tony’s case, Juliette’s mother did not wish for her to leave the family home whatsoever. This was revealed only through Juliette’s diary entries, and was not mentioned during periodic focus groups. Within these, she writes about her mother’s wishes for her to remain at home, along with her distrust of her mother’s reasoning for this: 
WHAT I WANT: [image: ]                  (Local post-1992) [image: ]
Then I can stay at home
Still clean + do chores
Be there to help with childcare 
So she won’t ‘miss’ me- Lies
I really don’t want to stay at home, in (home town).
It’s a horrible place. 
I don’t wanna cook, clean + wash/iron for 5 people anymore- I kinda need a life. 

WHAT THE MOTHER WANTS: [image: ]



(Northern post-1992)
Not too far away
Great campus
Good night life
-not that this affects me
Nice student accommodation
Lovely city


(Diary entry, July 2014)
As Juliette notes here, she felt that her mother’s wish for her to remain at home was due to a reliance on her to fulfil domestic and childcare responsibilities. In the first findings chapter, I concluded that Juliette’s relationship to her natal context corresponded with the ‘critical detachment’ typical of meta-reflexivity (p. 139). Her meta-reflexive tendencies in relation to her natal context continue to dominate throughout the final months of the research. In response to questions concerning the participants’ visions of their ‘ideal futures’, Juliette responded:  
Juliette: I don’t want kids and I don’t want to get married like
Evelynn & Noel: [laughs]
Juliette: I wanna teach other people’s kids for like seven hours a day. I don’t want to then go home and look after my own [laughs]…I’ve had enough contribution with my younger siblings to not want to do that. Like I’m not a fan of night feeds [laughs]. So a family’s not something that’s important. 
(Focus group, January 2015)
Juliette expresses a strong aversion to having children after caring for her younger siblings. She further asserts this view when asked what her least ideal lifestyle would involve, to which her response was ‘To end up with a child’. This resonates with Archer’s (2012) empirical findings, in that meta-reflexives hoped to establish a different way of life to that which has been experienced at home. Archer (Ibid., p. 246) also explains that the parents of meta-reflexives ‘actively promoted university entry’. Despite her mother’s hopes that she would attend a local institution, Juliette explains that her parents are not opposed to her progressing to HE: ‘My parents went back as mature students, so they’re like glad I’m doing it now cos they know how hard it is to leave it and to try and go back into it’ (Focus group, January 2015). Thus, her parents do ‘actively promote’ HE entry. In Pugsley’s (1998) longitudinal research of HE choice, she found that mothers who had obtained a degree themselves increased their visibility as a facilitator of choice. Though, for Juliette, her mother was not a welcome ‘facilitator’ in making her HE decisions, but rather an ‘obstacle’ that needed to be evaded.  
In continuing to take Juliette’s family history of HE into account, further discontinuities with the literature occur which raises questions about the assumptions associated with second generation students. Prior research often positions second generation students as ‘embedded’ choosers who have access to the requisite economic, social and cultural capital to make ‘informed’ HE choices (Ball et al., 2002; Reay et al., 2005). Moreover, the literature has also concluded that second generation students are more likely to apply to higher tariff and elite institutions (Reay et al., 2005), despite having lower predicted grades (Curtis et al., 2008). This was not evident in Juliette’s HE decision-making trajectory; she rejected her mother’s attempts at facilitating her choices, and is also deterred by the entry requirements of higher tariff institutions, commenting: ‘ABB- Not gonna happen!’ (Diary entry, November 2014) when considering a conditional offer from a Northern Russell Group. Aspects of Daryl’s decision-making, who was one of three second generation participants, also contradicted findings illustrated in the literature. Whilst Daryl did draw on ‘social capital’ from his family network to ascertain whether HE was ‘right for him’ generally, he comments that his parents, who had both attended Russell Group institutions, were unable to assist him with his HE choices as they had studied different disciplines (see pp. 149-150). None of Daryl’s five UCAS choices were higher tariff institutions, and all consisted of post-1992s. Erin, whose father held a degree from the Open University, was the only second generation participant to demonstrate similar HE decision-making patterns to those exhibited in the literature. However, this was not a result of her having the advantages of being a second generation student, but rather due to the benefits received via the Realising Opportunities scheme; I explained in the previous chapter how Erin was depending on the alternative offers available via the Realising Opportunities scheme to secure a place on a Midwifery degree programme (see p. 174). As this scheme is exclusive to research-intensive HEIs, it is highly likely that she chose these institutions for the purpose of obtaining alternative offers. Furthermore, through attending open days and events with the Realising Opportunities scheme, she had been repeatedly and frequently exposed to research-intensive institutions whilst formulating her decisions. 
I postulate that such differences between the second generation participants’ HE decision-making and those detailed in the literature is that these participants are entering HE as the second generation of WP student choosers. The majority of the literature cited throughout the thesis that specifically focuses on inequalities in HE decision-making was carried out during New Labour’s various political contributions to WP. Both Juliette’s parents and Erin’s father obtained their degrees as non-traditional students, meaning that the same resources available to typically middle-class, second generation students noted in prior research are not readily available in this scenario. This heterogeneity is important to highlight, not only in my own inquiry, but generally in WP and outreach practices; assumptions that second generation students are in receipt of economic, social and cultural advantages purely due to a family history of HE attendance should be avoided. The narrative inquiry approach taken in my research has been crucial in uncovering these nuances in second generation students’ HE decision-making.  

3. [bookmark: _Toc477643197]Achieving progression 
As the data collection period of the research drew to a close in May 2015, I was eager to discover the participants’ destinations upon their completion of their FE studies. Since April 2014, I had been invested in listening to the details of participants’ histories, experiences and their hopes for the future. I had witnessed their post-FE intentions and modes of reflexivity develop and, in many cases, shift and change as a result of complex experiences. When conducting the final interviews and focus groups with the participants, I proposed a follow-up to take place via email in October 2015 with their consent. Every participant approved of this and provided me with their personal email addresses. This specific date was chosen as, had the participants progressed to HE, they would be beginning their degree studies at this time. Participants agreed to respond to one follow-up email containing a small number of questions that sought to establish their destinations, gain insights into their perceptions of their present situation, and gather their thoughts about the future (see appendix 21). In total, eight participants responded to the follow-up. A reminder email was sent in January 2016 in an attempt to encourage further responses. Despite this, no response was received from Bessy, May, Noel, Tony or Sofia.
In the following, I summarise the participants’ post-FE destinations and consider these with reference to literature on HE transitions where appropriate. In respecting the agreement that just one email would be sent to the participants, I was restricted in terms of being able to pose further elaborative questions. For this reason, I abstain from drawing conclusions about each participant’s reflexive modes based on their follow-up transcripts, as I was unable to achieve the depth of understanding required to make such conclusions. This also posed a limitation on being able to clarify elements of participants’ transitions generally where responses were brief. Therefore, the extent of the analysis of some participants’ responses is restricted. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643198]Erin 
‘Once again my plans have changed completely…’ (Follow-up, November 2015).
I explained in the previous findings chapter that Erin had decided to remain in FE for one extra year following the receipt of her AS-level results. Erin had initially planned to study a degree in Adult Nursing before progressing to a postgraduate degree in Midwifery. She then later decided to apply to an undergraduate degree in Midwifery upon realising that alternative offers provided via the Realising Opportunities scheme would make this feasible for her. 
At follow-up, Erin’s plan reverted to wishing to study for an Adult Nursing degree. This was spurred by the discovery of other careers that she could access with this degree, along with discussions with her mother: 
I started looking into different careers in Nursing and I found loads that I quite liked the look of that I could get into by going through the Adult Nursing route. I still want to be a Midwife in the long run but after speaking to my mum, I realised that if I did Adult Nursing first it would open more doors for me and that I would be able to branch out into different careers if I fancied. I quite liked the look of being an A&E Nurse for a while. Then once I have done that, I could then look at going back to uni for an 18 month course to transition into Midwifery. 
She comments that with her new plan, not only is she able to establish some fluidity in her future career, but that this will provide ‘other options’ should she dislike Midwifery: ‘I guess it also means that if I didn't enjoy Midwifery as much as I hoped, then I have other options rather than being stuck in a profession that I didn't really enjoy’.

Erin’s choice of degree was not the only aspect of her HE decision-making to have undergone transformation; she had now reconsidered her first choice HEI. I stated earlier in the chapter that Erin’s first choice HEI was a Russell Group in the North of England which she was attracted to due to the aesthetic features of the institution’s buildings. Yet, upon visiting other HEIs, Erin’s first choice had now changed to a New University in the North of England for similar reasons: ‘I have also been to look at other unis and my first choice now is (Northern New University). I love the campus and the facilities look really good!’. Erin thus continues to prioritise the aesthetic features and standard of facilities in her HE choices. It is also interesting to note that this was the same HEI that was David’s first choice; as discussed earlier in the chapter, David was also drawn to this institution due to its visually pleasing campus. 
In the previous chapter, I outlined that Erin was one of only three participants to consider solely Russell Group institutions, but posited that this was likely a result of her taking part in the Realising Opportunities scheme; the benefits associated with this scheme, such as alternative offers, are only applicable to Russell Group institutions. Erin’s follow-up data provides additional support to this point, in that she now demonstrates a preference for a New University based on its campus and facilities. The level of importance that she places on aesthetics and facilities, therefore, appears to overshadow considerations of institutional status. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643199]Daryl 
‘I was able to get enough UCAS points to study at (the North East post-1992) which I am very pleased about…’ (Follow-up, October 2015) 
Daryl has successfully progressed to study a degree in Drama at his first choice HEI (the North East post-1992). He explains during the follow-up that he is still ‘keen’ to enter the teaching profession, but that he is also hoping to keep his ‘options open’:
In terms of the Drama teaching thing, I have been keen on doing that as I have mentioned in the past, and I am still keen to do that but I know my family and friends have advised to keep other options open so I am looking at other areas in the Performing Arts industry. But I still feel that teaching is the main thing I want to do.
Similarly to Erin, Daryl begins to consider other career options which have been prompted by speaking to members of his family. In the first findings chapter, Daryl placed a high level of importance on conversing with family members to understand if attending HE with the eventual goal of becoming a teacher was ‘right for him’. Following progression to HE, seeking confirmation in terms of his future plans emerges in his narrative once again. 
Both Erin and Daryl’s new desire to establish flexibility and openness in their future career paths warrants further discussion here. In her work on young people’s career trajectories, Konstam (2015, p. 103) comments that it is a ‘human tendency’ to ‘avoid commitment and leave open avenues of escape when presented with multiple options’. Yet, in his work on young people’s decision-making and transitions, Walther (2009, p. 123) regards this as a ‘coping strategy’ as a response to ‘both the individualisation and flexibilisation of transitions’.  Since both Erin and Daryl had received encouragement from their families to ‘keep their options open’, it is less clear if they regard this as a coping strategy themselves. Though, Erin’s account indicates this more so than Daryl’s, in that she perceives studying a degree in Nursing will lead to a number of different paths which may act as a beneficial safety net should she find that she dislikes Midwifery. 

I propose that the intention of keepings one’s options open, in addition to reflexivity, is one way in which young people may deal with the situational logic of opportunity. When faced with the situational logic of opportunity, which is the outcome of generative mechanisms producing variety upon variety in nascent morphogenesis, individuals need to ‘experiment, to migrate, to innovate and to elaborate’ (Archer, 2012, p. 42) with no knowledge of the results. Reflexivity is required to develop and change personal projects when faced with this, but I suggest that being able to maintain fluidity in one’s future in terms of careers, education or otherwise provides another means by which young people, such as Erin and Daryl, cope with the situational logic of opportunity where there are no clear options. 

In terms of expectations, Daryl explains that, whilst HE is what he expected in some respects, he was surprised by the workload in comparison to FE: 
I think the expectations did and didn’t surprise. In a way they have surprised me due to many factors being the workload you have to get done every week and also as well the jump up from college…I feel about this decision to move to (city), I feel this is the best decision I have made in my entire life…The course is great fun and I feel the great thing is everyone is so interested in the course…they are really nice people, which always makes things easier.
As Daryl comments here, whilst he did find the workload ‘surprising’, he felt that his transition to HE was positive overall. He also regards moving away to a new city as the ‘best decision of his life’. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643200]Juliette 
‘I’m studying Sociology at (Northern post-1992)…I still want to teach Sociology at A-level …Teaching is something I've always wanted to do’ (Follow-up, October 2015). 
Juliette achieved a place at her first choice HEI to study a degree in Sociology and had left the family home to live on campus. Like Daryl, Juliette was positive about her transition to HE, though she acknowledged that it was not exactly what she expected: 
It's slightly more complicated than I first anticipated. There's so much more to the subject than I first knew about but I'm thoroughly enjoying it anyway…I love being independent and studying the subject I love most…My plans are still the same in terms of finishing my degree, completing my PGCE and then going on to teach at A-level. 
As Juliette explains, she felt that studying at HE level is ‘slightly more complicated’ than she expected, but reiterates that she is ‘thoroughly enjoying’ her studies. Her postgraduate plans remain exactly the same as they did throughout the entirety of the research. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643201]Evelynn
‘I achieved the grades I needed to get in to (the Northern Russell Group) (AAB), so I am in (city) studying BA Geography’ (Follow-up, January 2016). 

After attaining highly in her A-levels, Evelynn was granted a place at her first choice HEI. Similarly to Daryl and Juliette, Evelynn describes studying at HE level as largely in line with her expectations, aside from the workload and complexity: ‘University is similar to my expectations. Although it is a bit more difficult than I imagined, and there's a lot of work! However, it is also really fun!’. 
It is noteworthy that Evelynn, as the only participant to progress to HE whilst taking part in the Realising Opportunities scheme, still experienced a slight disjuncture between her expectations and the reality of the academic commitments involved; one of the aims of Realising Opportunities is to adequately prepare students for study at research-intensive institutions through learning specific study skills, as well as being required to complete a compulsory academic assignment (Realising Opportunities, 2016b). I do not dispute that this aim was accomplished in Evelynn’s case. Yet, despite being introduced to these skills prior to her transition, Evelynn’s response to the academic expectations of HE are not very different from Daryl and Juliette’s. This raises the question as to whether a HE applicant can ever be completely prepared for this level of study before progression, even when taking part in schemes such as Realising Opportunities that endeavour to provide applicants with a taste of the HE experience. 
In terms of her future plans, Evelynn has still yet to decide upon a specific career:
I am still unsure about what I want to do after my degree. I like the idea of studying for a Masters but I also feel like I might be ready to go into work after my degree, so I will probably wait and see how I feel next year when I am more aware of my opportunities.  
Evelynn then opts for a ‘wait and see’ approach in formulating her future career plans, and intends to make such decisions when she has more knowledge of the opportunities available to her. More time is clearly needed for her to decide upon a specific personal project.  

[bookmark: _Toc477643202]David 
‘I am at (Northern New University), studying Dance and Drama….’ (Follow-up, January 2016). 
David had progressed to the same Northern New University mentioned earlier in the chapter when discussing ‘campus aesthetics’.  He explains that his future intentions to move to America still remain the same. Furthermore, he comments that he will be spending time in Los Angeles in the near future to perform:
ZB: You explained to me that you would ideally like move to America and perform. Is this still the same? 

David: Yes it is the same, always will be, turns out I will be going to LA next summer to perform for a month.
This experience will likely be advantageous for David in progressing towards his personal project of entering the American Performing Arts industry. 

Although David’s future plans remain the same, his expectations of HE were not met: 
ZB: Is what you are doing now how you expected it to be? What were your expectations?

David: It is not, but I can't judge everything after one semester, so this semester is the game changer. 
David’s very brief response unfortunately does not reveal what specific expectations were not met which would have been enlightening to further understand the difficulties associated with HE transitions. It is worth noting though that David invited further questions to be asked via email should I need more elaboration. While I did request clarification of what expectations of David’s were not met, he did not respond. Although David’s reply to my initial email is vague, it marks a contrast with Daryl, Juliette and Evelynn’s accounts of their HE expectations. In these accounts, they were very positive about their HE experience overall but commented that the workload and difficulty level of their degree courses were surprising. David, on the other hand, appears to propose an ultimatum in that his second semester will be the ‘game changer’ in establishing whether his expectations of HE are met or not. 
The data does not reveal enough information to understand whether David had experienced academic or other difficulties. For instance, Hatt and Baxter (2003, p. 28) outline a number of academic disadvantages experienced by students with vocational qualifications as ‘[u]niversities have been accustomed to admitting a homogenous group of young A level entrants and have shaped their assessment processes to build upon their educational background’. It may simply be that more time is required for David’s transition to be fully realised, as Leese (2010, p. 244) explains: ‘transition is a process that happens over a period of time, rather than being a one-off event’. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643203]Max 
‘I am currently studying my degree in Acting…I’m thoroughly enjoying it and I’m growing so much and learning lots of different acting techniques too!’ (Follow-up, January 2016) 
Max has progressed to his first choice HEI (an FEC in the North West of England) to study a degree in Acting. Max still hopes to enter the Performing Arts industry upon completion of his studies, and explains that he is considering seeking work in television and film: 
I am now leaning more towards TV and Film, and for this, (Northern city) is probably the best place for me to be after the three years. The reason I would like to do this is so that I can say that I have had the experience of acting and that I have actually made the most of my degree. Performing is something that I have always wanted to do, therefore, I am going to do everything in my power to be able to do it. 
Regarding his expectations of HE, Max explains that, whilst he was concerned that he might ‘regret’ studying for a degree, this was short lived, lasting only the first few weeks: 
It’s more than what I expected, I am learning so much, I have met so many amazing people and I am progressing massively. I honestly thought I was going to regret the decision to do a degree, and for the first few weeks, I did feel like that. However, I just needed to adjust myself into it and now I have no regrets at all! 
Max’s reasoning for his earlier anxieties was that he needed to ‘adjust’ to HE which he has now accomplished. In January 2016 when Max’s response was received, he had been engaged in his degree studies for over two months. This presents similarities with the findings of Lowe and Cook’s (2003, p. 66) research on HE transitions in which they conclude that students’ doubts over whether they had chosen the correct course, and whether they should be in HE at all, had largely dissipated after two months of study. This is also supported by Leese (2010, p. 240) who comments that ‘a number of students who enter university do not have a positive experience when they start’. It would be insightful to continue to monitor young people throughout their first year of HE to clarify if they remain, whilst taking their plans conceived during their post-16 studies into consideration. This could subsequently add to current understandings of student support and retention (see Thomas, 2002; Thomas, 2012; Wilcox et al., 2005). Although this would be a valuable avenue for future research to explore, time and funding constraints unfortunately rendered this impossible to accomplish in my own inquiry.

[bookmark: _Toc477643204]Paola 
‘I did end up going to (Southern post-1992) and I am so happy with my choice…’ (Follow-up, October 2015). 
Paola is currently studying a degree in Performing Arts at the same Southern post-1992 institution that I mentioned during my discussions of ‘emotional attachment’ in the previous findings chapter.  
In the first findings chapter of the thesis, I explored Paola’s yearning to leave her hometown as she hoped to engage with new experiences and meet new people (see p. 136). During the follow-up, she explains how she is ‘much happier’ than she was in her hometown, as she has since been able to meet new people and establish herself as an ‘independent young woman’:
I'm much happier than I was back in (hometown). I have met so many amazing people and just feel all around happier because I am now learning to become an independent young woman and not constantly depending on my mum and dad for everything like cooking and cleaning. I am doing them myself here and enjoying it.
Like many other participants’ responses, Paola speaks of HE as a positive experience but comments that this was not entirely in line with her expectations:
It’s what I expected but not. I expected the lectures and practical classes but I didn't realise how little I was going to be doing. I was so used to being in full-time practical classes that during the lectures I get fidgety. 
Paola has clearly needed to undergo some adjustment to the teaching methods in the HE environment, particularly after her experience of practical classes in FE. Lowe and Cook (2003, p. 54) interestingly note that it is A-level students in particular who consider themselves ‘ill-prepared’ for HE which is partially a result of the differences in teaching styles. Though only Paola, who had previously studied a BTEC Level 3 in Performing Arts, referred to the specific differences between her prior learning experiences in FE in comparison to HE. Lowe and Cook (Ibid.) also cite the expectations to be an autonomous learner, encompassing the requisite skills in time management and completing project work as a team to be additional challenges to A-level students’ transitions to HE. However, not all of the vocational participants had experience of these learning activities either; for instance, John’s Health and Social Care BTEC Level 3 course demanded very similar learning activities to the A-level participants, with group work being largely absent. Hence, I contend that the vocational or academic nature of students’ prior qualifications is less influential in terms of adjusting to the learning demands of HE. Rather, the particular course previously studied, and its associated learning, teaching and assessment methods, are more relevant. 
In the future, Paola explains how she wishes to either teach or own a theatre company to engage more with ‘creating’ rather than ‘performing’: ‘I find I can be more expressive creatively getting others to do something I know I couldn't do myself…I get all giddy thinking about it’. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643205]John
‘I'm currently in work. I'm a Support Worker for people who have acquired brain injuries through strokes and things alike… I'm very satisfied with what I am doing and I enjoy it a lot’ (Follow-up, October 2015). 
John was the only participant to respond to the follow-up who was not currently engaged in education and he was, at this time, working as a Support Worker. John had previously worked in a hospital upon exiting FE where he supported ‘challenging patients’ which had deterred him from entering the Nursing profession. John explains that he had recently interviewed for a new job role which would provide him with a route into HE:
I still wish to go to uni and have recently left my previous job working in hospital assigned to support challenging patients and ensure the ward ran smoothly for the Nurses…after being in this environment I no longer wish to go into that profession. I recently had another interview for another job and after working with them for 12 months (children up to 18 with mental health issues and supporting them), they will put me in for a Social Work degree which if I recall, I mentioned as a plan B.
However, John did not take up this role, and decided to remain in his present job supporting people with brain injuries. Although John comments that he had mentioned becoming a Social Worker as a ‘plan B’, this was not the case; John had in fact rejected the idea of pursing Social Work during our second interview, though he had considered it when he began his BTEC Level 3 in Health and Social Care:

John: I wanted to be a Social Worker when I first started this course…And then I was just like ‘I’d rather not’- Working with kids 
ZB: Is that the main thing that put you off? 
John: I don’t really know. It’s more working with kids that have no respect for their elders or respect for authority.
(Interview, October 2014)

Despite John’s earlier reservations towards working with children, the process of undertaking this interview appeared to inspire him to consider studying a degree in Social Work in the future. John was also encouraged by the financial aspect of a career in Social Work in comparison to his current field of employment:
This is also slightly influenced financially as (my current role) is a lot of hours for little pay whereas my plan B as a Social Worker is less hours and a much better pay rate and potentially better job satisfaction too!
John’s future plans now consist of continuing to work in his current role and to eventually progress to HE to complete a Social Work degree. Although John cites that part of his motivation to move away from a career in Nursing and pursue Social Work is financially orientated, he does express that he is passionate about helping children: ‘I feel it would suit me as I know in the end I am doing what is right for that child and they will benefit in the long run…I'd like to contribute as much as I could to those kids’. 
The follow-up response from John is advantageous in highlighting that, although young people are subject to numerous influences in their HE decision-making during their FE, these do not cease to occur if one decides to leave the educational environment. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643206]Summary
In this chapter, I have explored the themes that emerged during the final months of the data collection period between January and May 2015. In doing so, I have outlined and discussed participants’ reflexive turning points, the factors involved in ‘dedicating’ to a specific ‘first choice’ HEI, and detailed participants’ destinations upon completing FE. 
I presented accounts from five participants who represented ‘forced’ or ‘self-initiated’ (Hodkinson and Sparkes, 1997) turning points in terms of their reflexive modes. I outlined how, in encountering financial constraints that prevented them from pursuing their desired HE plans, John and Tony’s reflexivity transformed from an autonomous mode, associated with social mobility, to a communicative mode reflecting social reproduction. Moreover, both participants justified this as beneficial which effectively ‘masked’ the constraints they had encountered. I illustrated how Daryl’s plans to remain at home during his HE studies had undergone development following the discovery of a desirable degree course in an institution located a considerable distance away. His newly developed intentions to leave the family home during his degree studies demonstrated a shift from communicative to meta-reflexivity, where he now views independent living as an ‘exciting experience’. I then moved on to discuss May’s transition from a fractured to meta-reflexive mode which was initiated following a negative experience at an audition. I explained how this led her to formulate a course of action which would allow her to dovetail her concerns and accomplish her personal project of having a family. The final reflexive turning point I discussed was Noel’s. Noel expressed that he was attracted to a high paying career rather than doing something he enjoyed, hoping to now work in financial services rather than research for this reason. I explained how this reassessment of his priorities signified a shift from meta to autonomous reflexivity.
I have illustrated various themes related to participants’ dedication to their ‘first choice’ HEI from their five UCAS options. These consisted of campus aesthetics, feelings of fit and family imposed restrictions. I discussed how campus aesthetics emerged for some participants as the ‘deciding factor’ when dedicating to a ‘first choice’ HEI. I proposed that this was a result of participants having already previously appraised institutions against various features, such as the courses offered, location and entry requirements, to arrive at their five UCAS choices. These criteria then become more specific later in the process, when participants are deciding which institution to label as their first choice. Following this, I documented Sofia’s self-exclusion from one of her HE choices which arose due to feelings of not ‘fitting in’ with the other applicants’ educational histories and cultural experiences. I explained how this caused Sofia to feel estranged enough to turn down a scholarship. The final theme that I provided attention to here was the impact of family imposed restrictions on participants’ geographical horizons of choice. I explained how both Tony and Juliette experienced pressure from their mothers to attend a HEI close to home. I highlighted how Tony’s mother threatened to withhold financial support should he progress to a HEI outside of her pre-defined geographical radius and was intensely involved in his decision-making. Juliette, on the other hand, resisted her mother’s demands as she was eager to leave household domestic responsibilities and childcare behind to ‘have a life’. I also critically discussed how second generation participants’ HE decision-making and choices contrasted with the literature. I posited that this was an outcome of them progressing to HE as second generation WP student choosers. 
I concluded the chapter by providing an overview of participants’ destinations upon leaving FE whilst discussing their transitions with reference to the literature. 


	Participant
	Reflexive mode
	Post-FE plan

	Bessy
	Meta  
	To study for a degree in Acting at a Theatre School.

	Daryl
	Meta
	To study for a Drama degree to become a Drama teacher in secondary education.

	David
	Autonomous/Meta
	To study a degree in Performing Arts and enter the industry in America.

	Erin
	Meta /Communicative
	To study for a degree in Adult Nursing before returning to HE to obtain a postgraduate degree in Midwifery after spending time in the employment market. 

	Evelynn
	Meta/Autonomous
	To study for a degree in Geography and enter a related career.

	John
	Autonomous/Communicative
	To work for five years before reapplying to HE. Eventually hopes to work as a Nurse abroad.

	Juliette
	Meta
	To study for a Sociology degree to become an A-level Sociology teacher

	Max
	Autonomous/Communicative
	To study for a degree in Acting before entering the Performing Arts industry.

	May
	Meta/Communicative
	To study for a degree in Broadcast Journalism and have a family. 

	Noel
	Autonomous
	To study for a degree in Physics before possibly entering a career in finance. 

	Paola 
	Meta/Communicative
	To study for a degree in Dance and Drama or Performing Arts.

	Sofia 
	Autonomous
	To study for a degree in Musical Theatre.

	Tony 
	Communicative/Autonomous 
	To study for a degree in Dance and Drama. 


Table 5: Participants’ reflexive mode(s) and post-FE plans (January – May 2015)




	Participant
	Follow-up destination/personal project

	Daryl
	Studying Drama at a North East post-1992/ Still wishes to pursue teaching, but is now looking into other career options in the Performing Arts industry. 

	David
	Studying Drama and Dance at Northern New University/ Still hopes to one day enter the Performing Arts industry in America. 

	Erin
	Completing her A-level studies at Collerborough College/ Hopes to obtain a degree in Adult Nursing before later returning to study a postgraduate degree in Midwifery. 

	Evelynn
	Studying Geography at a Northern Russell Group/ Is considering progression to postgraduate studies, but feels as though she may be ‘ready’ to work. Her specific personal project is yet to develop. 

	John
	Currently working as a Support Worker/ Plans to apply to HE to study Social Work and become a Social Worker to support children. 

	Juliette
	Studying Sociology at a Northern post-1992/ Still wishes to become an A-level Sociology teacher. 

	Max
	Studying Acting at a North West FEC/ Is planning to find work in the Performing Arts industry upon graduation, specifically in film and television. 

	Paola 
	Studying a degree in Performing Arts at a Southern post-1992/ Would like to own a theatre company or teach. 


Table 6: Follow-up destinations and personal projects






[bookmark: _Toc477643207]
Conclusion


[bookmark: _Toc477643208]Introduction 
In this concluding chapter, I begin by revisiting the research questions outlined in the introduction to the thesis. In doing this, I present how the findings address each research question whilst simultaneously highlighting my key contributions to knowledge. Following this, I outline recommendations for WP policy and practice, before moving on to a critical evaluation of my research. I then end the chapter with a reflective account of my own PhD journey. Within this, I detail the impact of the research on my perceptions of myself and my visions of the future, as well as how it has assisted me in my professional development. 
1. [bookmark: _Toc477643209]Research questions
I begin by addressing the first research question: What are the HE decisions and choices that underrepresented FE students make in the context of increased tuition fees and heightened emphasis on student choice? I discuss this in two parts. In the first part, I focus specifically on HE decision-making in the context of increased tuition fees, whereas in the second, I discuss this with reference to the political emphasis on students’ responsibility for their choices. 
I then move on to provide attention to the second research question: What reasons and influences inform such decisions and choices and how are these acted upon over the course of their post-16 education? I outline what ‘reasons and influences’ inform HE decisions and choices before explaining how the participants acted upon these. Finally, I address the third research question: Do FE students approach such educational decisions as individualised, or are their options mediated by structural limitations? In doing so, I again discuss this in two parts with the first providing an overview of the findings related to this question specifically, and the second being solely dedicated to discussing the structural constraints experienced by the participants. 
[bookmark: _Toc477643210]1.1 HE decision-making in the context of increased tuition fees
In contrast to the findings demonstrated by existing literature on HE choice in the context of increasing costs of tuition, concerns over tuition fees did not emerge. However, this was far from reassuring, with the cost of living being a key concern for some participants. Sofia and Max expressed anxieties that they would be unable to survive financially whilst undertaking HE study, even after taking the support they would receive from Student Finance into consideration. Participants such as Max and Sofia then were more focused on the present i.e. their day to day living costs, which is likely a result of having experienced financial constraints in their daily lives; both participants made reference to having experienced these. Sofia explained how her mother could not always afford to give her bus money (p. 167), and Max stated that he is ‘aware of what will happen if I don’t pay my bills’ (p. 153). This provides further weight to the arguments presented in the introductory chapter against the way in which young people are framed in policy as having the ability to make ‘rational’ decisions, with no consideration of the influence of structural constraints (see pp. 6-7). For these participants, the responsibility and worry associated with living costs is acutely felt and articulated, meaning that their HE decisions and choices are not free from constraints. 
Concerns over living costs also brought another issue to light - the notion of the ‘squeezed middle’ (Coughlan, 2005). This disallowed Sofia access to the full level of financial support for maintenance, and her parents did not earn enough to provide her with additional funds. In the later stages of the research, Tony revealed that his mother would not provide financial support should he attend a HEI that was not within her preferred geographical radius, restricting his HE choices. Parents’ willingness and ability to provide their children with financial support during their time at HE should, therefore, not be assumed based on income alone.
During the follow-up phase, seven of nine respondents (of a total of 13 participants) confirmed that they had progressed to HE. Prior to this however, the Summer Budget announcement in 2015 marked a change in the financial support provided to students from the 2016/17 academic year[footnoteRef:41]. Maintenance grants were to be scrapped, and replaced by loans of up to £8200, a total increase of £766 per year. This clearly had not affected those participants who had progressed to HE in 2015, but it does have implications for Erin and John who were hoping to commence their studies later.  [41:  See https://www.gov.uk/government/news/summer-budget-2015-key-announcements ] 

Following the Budget announcement, concerns were expressed in the national media over the possible deterring effect that this may have on students (BBC News, 2015; Gurney-Read, 2016; Young-Powell and Wakefield, 2015). It would be enlightening to see how this is perceived by participants; although uncertain, this may have been welcomed by those not eligible for a maintenance grant, whereas it may indeed have deterred those applicants who were eligible. For this reason, research on potential applicants’ perceptions of financial support for maintenance under the new system would be a useful avenue to explore in the future. 
[bookmark: _Toc477643211]1.2 The responsibility of ‘choice’
In the introductory chapter of the thesis, I distinguished between ‘decision-making’ and ‘choice’, noting that the latter suggests an ‘openness in relation to a psychology of preferences’, while the former refers to ‘both power and constraint’ (Ball et al., 2002, p. 51). As demonstrated throughout the findings chapters of the thesis, HE decision-making was more commonplace than ‘choice’, with participants encountering various constraints which limited their options. As a result, the optimism characterising the participants’ transcripts in the first phase of the research was short-lived for some; they were unable to go where they preferred and, instead, had to decipher the ‘reasonable’ option when constraints were realised. 
When considering the responsibility of choice, participants were sometimes limited in terms of the HE information they could access. In the introductory chapter, I critiqued how the Students at the Heart of the System White Paper (BIS, 2011) eschewed ‘direct responsibility for making choices, whilst seeking to ensure that students are sufficiently informed to make “good choices” for themselves’ (Davies, 2012, p. 261). I took issue with the way that the introduction of the KIS suggested that adequately informed HE choices could be made on the basis of this information alone, neglecting any recognition of structural issues in individual lives (see pp. 6-7). As exhibited in the second findings chapter, physically attending HEIs via open days, WP schemes and for auditions was crucial for participants to establish a sense of ‘place’. Attending open days can also provide potential applicants with access to ‘warm’ knowledge (Slack et al., 2014) which is useful when their social networks do not contain ‘hot’ knowledge. However, the costs associated with attending open days were too high for some, with Performing Arts participants often having to retain their money for the audition process. This meant that applications were often being made based on ‘cold’ knowledge, such as institutional websites. Seeing institutions first-hand a number of times was very beneficial to confirm decisions. For instance, repeatedly seeing specific HEIs via the Realising Opportunities scheme was advantageous for Erin as she was able to confidently alter her ‘first choice’ institution to a HEI that she had seen three times. I discuss access to open days, amongst other constraints, in more detail slightly later in the chapter. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643212]1.3 Reasons and influences
The second research question sought to understand the reasons and influences informing participants’ HE decisions and choices, along with how these are formed and acted upon over the course of their post-16 education. Numerous reasons and influences informed the participants’ HE decisions and choices and these were not experienced to the same degree by all; some reasons and influences played a more prominent role in some participants’ HE decisions more so than others. Using Archer’s (2012) concept of the Discernment, Deliberation and Dedication  (DDD) scheme, which is used to develop and dedicate to specific personal projects, was valuable in deciphering these reasons and influences. For instance, a HE qualification was either necessary or perceived to be beneficial to participants when considering their journeys to accomplish their personal projects. 
Most of the reasons and influences that inspired participants’ HE decisions arose from their personal projects. Hence, each findings chapter addressed various reasons and influences informing participants’ decisions, but did this in accordance with different stages of the DDD scheme. In the first findings chapter, I focused more intently on the ‘discernment’ of the participants’ personal projects which subsequently impacted upon the way they approached and viewed the HE landscape. In the second findings chapter, I provided attention to themes associated with participants’ ‘deliberation’ of their HE decisions and choices. Finally, in the third findings chapter, I discussed the various factors involved in participants’ ‘dedication’ to their post-FE plans. Reasons and influences emerged more intensely alongside participants’ ‘discernment’ and ‘deliberation’ of their HE intentions. For this reason, I address the first two findings chapters in the most depth here. The third findings chapter largely presented findings relating to constraints which I discuss later.  
In the first findings chapter, I demonstrated how personal projects fed into participants’ HE choices and decisions, not only in terms of progression generally, but namely into subject choices. Subject choices were, unsurprisingly, the first step in participants’ HE decision-making trajectory. A large proportion of understanding the reasons and influences behind the participants’ HE decisions and choices then involved understanding the reasons and influences that informed their subject interests. I noted how Elsworth et al. (1999) states that ‘interest’ is used as an explanatory concept alone and Trend (2009) cites ‘enjoyment’ of a subject area as inspiring HE choices, but does not detail the reasons why some may enjoy specific subjects over others. I also explained in the Literature Review how there is a limited supply of research addressing HE subject choice. My own research findings provide more detailed insights into how subject interests and enjoyment arise, adding a valuable contribution to knowledge; I illustrated how this emerged from participants’ biographical experiences, their experiences of specific subjects, as well as perceiving their own innate qualities as being well-matched to their subject preferences.
‘Reasons’ for progressing to HE are undoubtedly intertwined with motivation, and participants’ reflexive modalities informed these through shaping their cares and concerns. Motivations were composed of a combination of intrinsic interests which were aligned with meta-reflexivity, and the prioritisation of material gains as depicted by autonomous reflexives. Participants demonstrating the former cited how a specific subject area was in line with their intrinsic interests and were motivated to attend HE to gain the required qualifications to enter careers that involved intrinsic rewards, such as helping others. Alternatively, those citing motivations associated with autonomous reflexivity were instrumental, in that they hoped to obtain a degree for extrinsic rewards and material gains. These gains were typically financial, but some participants also felt that HE would allow them to enter careers which involved travel and ‘stringent competition’ (Archer, 2012, p. 189). Many participants’ motivations to attend HE also stemmed from a desire to establish independence and ‘otherness’ through ‘critically detaching’ from their families and hometowns. The majority of participants did not wish to remain at home, or close to home, as a means of reducing risks (Bathmaker, 2010) or to maintain ontological security (Patiniotis and Holsworth, 2005). Instead, they viewed this as ‘a way of widening their social and academic horizons’ (Patiniotis and Holdworth, 2005, p. 91). 
‘Known others’ were also influential in different respects for participants in approaching and engaging with their HE decision-making. When ‘discerning’ their HE choices, parents provided encouragement. Though, their knowledge of HE was, in some cases, too limited to provide more pointed advice and guidance, either due to not having experienced HE themselves or having studied a different discipline to their child. Friendships were more influential than family here, acting as a ‘sounding board’ for ideas (Greenbank, 2011) and as a source of emotional support. Some participants consulted with friends who were already engaged in HE to gain a clearer picture of what this entailed, or to access a truthful account of a specific HEI. In doing this, participants were able to ‘bridge’ social capital (Putnam, 2000); this does not need to be ‘inherited’, as suggested by Bourdieu (1986). 
In the second findings chapter various reasons and influences emerged when participants’ were ‘deliberating’ their HE decisions and choices and taking the ‘first steps’ towards these. In remaining focused on the influence of ‘known others’ here, support from college tutors was frequently cited by the participants during the UCAS application process. Tutors provided assistance to participants when writing their personal statements to aid them in accomplishing effective self-marketing practices. When deliberating specific HEIs, I explained how emotional investment was a prominent influence. Some participants described feeling ‘at home’ in certain HEIs and were able to successfully ‘place’ themselves within them (Diamond et al., 2012, p. 29). This subsequently had an ‘overriding influence’ on their HE decision-making (Ibid.), as two participants mentioned here (David and Paola) confirmed their progression to these same HEIs during the follow-up stage. For two participants (John and Sofia), a combination of family influence, previous experience of travel, the desire for new experiences and the hopes of establishing a career abroad were influential in their reasons for opting to study overseas. John explained that he had family living in Australia which influenced him to give serious consideration to pursuing his degree there, whilst Sofia had enjoyed travelling with her parents in the past. Both of these participants’ accounts demonstrated similarities with King et al.’s (2011) findings which depicted clear relationships between students’ propensity to consider degree mobility and having family members who have lived abroad, along with family holiday patterns. In contrast to the literature though, John and Sofia’s reasons for wishing to study abroad did not suggest an ‘absence of any explicit strategy underpinning many UK students’ decisions around international education’ (Waters and Brooks, 2010, p. 221). Instead, both participants intended to pursue employment abroad in their chosen fields which was influential in these decisions. 
In the third findings chapter, I explained how a number of shifts occurred in participants’ reflexive modes upon encountering different experiences. For Daryl, discovering an interesting degree course offered by an institution that would be difficult to commute to led him to reconsider his future living situation. During the follow-up, he confirmed that he was living independently while he pursued this particular course despite previously being committed to remaining in the family home. Also, May’s negative experience at an audition resulted in her realisation that she no longer wanted to pursue Performing Arts at HE level. This also acted as a catalyst for her awareness that this was incompatible with her personal project of having a family. She subsequently applied to a different degree course. Hence, individual experiences were influential in initiating later changes in participants’ original HE intentions.  

When ‘dedicating’ to a ‘first choice’ HEI, campus aesthetics and the standards of facilities emerged as influential reasons in making these decisions. In the early stages of the research, this was not a priority, with location, living costs, degree subject and attainment being prominent features of participants’ narratives during the discernment and deliberation of their HE intentions. In prior research, campus aesthetics are not regarded as particularly influential. Though, the longitudinal approach managed to identify this as becoming influential over time, adding a valuable contribution to the understandings of student choice. I proposed that a plausible reason for this was that participants had previously prioritised other features, such as the courses offered, location and entry requirements when deciding upon their original five UCAS choices. This meant that dedicating to a ‘first choice’ required a more specific set of criteria. I also speculated that positive perceptions of campus aesthetics were required to form an emotional investment with a HEI, as ‘placing’ oneself in an institution may be easier to accomplish when this is visually pleasing. Finally, whilst I noted that family members were influential in providing encouragement to participants in the first findings chapter, this was not consistently the case. What later emerged in Tony and Juliette’s narratives was that their mothers’ disapproved of their plans to move away to commence their HE studies. For Tony, this resulted in him being geographically restricted in his HE choices. Juliette, on the other hand, resisted her mother’s requests that she remain at home and subsequently left to study in a new city. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643213]1.4 How are these reasons and influences acted upon?
There is not a collection of ‘neat’ answers to the question of how reasons and influences were acted upon by participants. This is due to agency inevitably being involved in reactions to events, and an individual’s reflexivity performing a role in responses to structure and in undertaking action (Archer, 2012). Much of how the reasons and influences detailed above were acted upon is intertwined with the participants’ reflexive mode and reactions to structural constraints and enablements, as well as ‘the objectivity of their social circumstances’ (Archer, 2007, p. 34). 
What complicates this further is that participants’ reflexive modes were context specific and fluid; they would not only change over the course of the research period, but elements of different reflexive modes could often be witnessed in participants’ accounts at one time, dependent on the topic of conversation. As explained in the Conceptual Framework chapter, different reflexive modalities harbour different responses to constraints and enablements. These are perceived in a variety of ways, as they are viewed by their ability to constrain and enable actions that participants need to take to accomplish their own personal project. Furthermore, some constraints or enablements may not arise due to the participants’ objective circumstances; where an individual has a high level of economic capital, for instance, financial constraints would not arise. 
In order to fully understand how reasons and influences are acted upon then, it is necessary to discuss the constraints and enablements experienced by participants through addressing my third research question: Do FE students approach such educational decisions as individualised, or are their options mediated by structural limitations? To discuss this, I will firstly consider data that portrayed the participants as showing individualised tendencies before moving on to address structural limitations. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643214]1.5 Do FE students approach their HE decisions as individualised? 
As is collectively apparent from the findings chapters of the thesis, FE students were unable to approach their educational decisions as completely individualised due to an array of structural constraints. The research adds to criticisms of ‘the uni-deminsional, calculative, individualistic, consumer-rationalism which predominates in official texts’ (Ball et al., 2000, p. 21). This is not to say though that there was no evidence of individualised approaches to HE decision-making whatsoever; many participants conveyed autonomous and hence, individualised and competitive tendencies during the UCAS application process. I illustrated how tutors played a role in instilling these tendencies into their students, and debated whether this may work as an emancipatory tool for participants to enable them to accomplish their goals. These competitive individualised tendencies were thwarted by structural constraints for some later on however. 
Enablements, on the other hand, provided opportunities for individualisation by delivering a means of overcoming constraints. National and institution specific WP schemes made it possible for some participants to bypass constraints through the enablements they provided. Noel and Erin were able to take advantage of the benefits of alternative offers, allowing them to avoid the constraints of obtaining A-level grades that did not meet institutional grade requirements. Additionally, these schemes enabled familiarity to be established with HEIs through repeat visits for WP related events, along with the availability of funds for institutions to reimburse travel costs[footnoteRef:42]. This makes institutional visits possible for students with low levels of economic capital. Therefore, WP schemes enabled some participants to overcome constraints which in turn allowed them the freedom to be more individualised in their HE decision-making. Yet, as I will demonstrate below, similar means of overcoming constraints were not available for every participant; only three of 13 participants were involved in WP schemes.  [42:  In the case of the Realising Opportunities scheme. ] 


[bookmark: _Toc477643215]1.6 Structural constraints
Although, as noted above, some participants experienced enablements, many encountered constraints which they were unable to negotiate. This became more apparent in the latter stages of the research. Employing Archer’s (2003, 2007, 2012) reflexive modalities in addition to Bourdieu’s (1986) forms of capital provided detailed insights into structural constraints (and enablements) that were experienced by participants when forming and pursuing their HE plans. This made it possible to identify structural constraints and enablements experienced by each individual participant, as well as their responses to these. What is regarded as a constraint (or an enablement) is not necessarily applicable to all; this is dependent on both the individual’s personal project and their objective social circumstances, such as the forms of capital available to them. 
The prominent constraint that emerged in participants’ HE decision-making was financial. Further to concerns over living costs discussed earlier in the chapter, a lack of economic capital worked to restrict degree mobility for Sofia and John. This provides further weight to the conclusions outlined in scholarly work, such as studying abroad being a preserve of the privileged (King et al., 2011; Waters and Brooks, 2010). A more widely experienced financial constraint was the lack of funds to attend open days. This subsequently restricted access to a variety of information sources, such as those provided by staff and students at institutions. Importantly, this closed off opportunities for participants to decipher whether a particular institution felt like ‘their place’ (Diamond et al., 2012). Furthermore, costs associated with the selection process, such as audition fees, led Performing Arts participants to be financially constrained in the early stages of their HE decision-making. In one extreme case, May explained that she withdrew three of her HE choices partially due to the cost of auditions. 
Financial constraints in HE decision-making and progression are well documented by scholars. As discussed in the Literature Review, debt aversion (Callender and Jackson, 2008; Callender and Wilkinson, 2013), students remaining in the family home to reduce the costs of living (Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005), and perceptions of HE as arduous due to necessity to work alongside studying (Archer and Hutchings, 2000) have all been noted as performing a role in some students’ decisions and choices. Yet, these are different to the immediate costs associated with ‘day to day’ constraints, such as the cost of living and financial demands of open days, that emerged in my own research. Open day costs as a financial constraint, however, remain absent in the literature. My findings then provide a contribution to knowledge of how financial constraints can impact HE decision-making at a very early stage in the process. 
In the second findings chapter, I outlined how experiencing HEIs first-hand, either through open days, auditions or WP visits, was valuable for participants in establishing a sense of ‘place’. Yet, in the case of one participant (Sofia), visiting a HEI for an interview led to feelings of alienation as a result of the cultural knowledge and educational histories of the other applicants. What was particularly interesting about this situation was that Sofia did not frame this as a structural constraint. Rather, her account focused on her own cultural capital and educational history as being inadequate, leading to a sense of not ‘fitting’ into this environment as opposed to viewing the HEI as being unable to accommodate a more diverse student body. Like financial constraints, experiencing a sense of alienation as a result of not possessing cultural capital that is fitting with specific institutional environments has been discussed frequently in the literature (Ball et al., 2002; Reay et al., 2001b; Reay et al., 2005). 
Participants’ responses to structural constraints were mediated by their mode of reflexivity. In the second findings chapter, I detailed how Noel managed to avoid the constraint of having lower than required A-level grades by applying for a subject specific WP scheme so that he could take advantage of an alternative offer. This was a typical response for an autonomous reflexive (Archer, 2012). However, constraints could not always be negotiated in this way which had implications for the development of participants’ reflexive modes. In the final findings chapter, I detailed John and Tony’s reflexive ‘shifts’ from autonomous to communicative reflexivity after they had been financially restricted from accessing their desired location of study. These constraints could not be overcome which then led both participants to justify remaining in their home country (John), or within close proximity to their family home (Tony), as beneficial. This effectively ‘masks’ the negative outcomes of structural constraints in HE decision-making, resulting in these outcomes to potentially be perceived as ‘intentional’ by an outsider. The competitive and individualised student chooser depicted by policy is very much in line with the features of the autonomous reflexive. These participants demonstrated this mode until facing financial constraints, resulting in them transitioning to a communicative mode which is associated with social reproduction. Thus, for the research participants, individualisation was unsustainable without economic capital. 
These findings, along with changes in participants’ reflexive modes over the research period, provides a theoretical contribution to Archer’s (2003, 2007, 2012) work; I found that reflexive modes were context specific amongst young people and ‘dual’ modes were commonplace. This was not a finding that emerged in Archer’s (Ibid.) research, with her participants only depicting one reflexive mode at any one time. As Archer’s empirical work has seldom included participants younger than 19[footnoteRef:43], I speculate that more time may be needed for the participants to encounter new experiences and situations before forming one reflexive mode. Even if this did occur however, it is still likely to change dependent on context; Dyke et al.’s (2012, p. 846) research of adults’ educational and career trajectories also concluded, similarly to my own research findings, that individuals present ‘different modes of reflexivity in different aspects of their lives’. In taking my own findings, as well as Dyke et al.’s (Ibid.) into consideration, Archer’s (2003, 2007, 2012) concept of reflexivity, specifically reflexive modes, can be regarded as fluid rather than fixed when encountering different contexts and situations.  [43:  With the exception of her 2012 empirical work with university students as this provides some overlap with my own research in terms of participants’ ages.] 



2. [bookmark: _Toc477643216]Recommendations for policy and practice 
Whitty et al. (2015, p. 58) importantly state that ‘academic research, both qualitative and quantitative, should not be confined to describing the problems but should start contributing to solutions’. The conclusions I have made throughout this chapter so far certainly outline a number of ‘problems’ experienced by the participants in planning and pursuing their future educational trajectories following the completion of their FE. I dedicate this part of the Conclusion chapter to translating the above points into recommendations for WP policy and practice to make a contribution to ‘solutions’. 

1) BTEC Level 3, along with other Level 3 vocational students, need to be included within national and institution-specific WP schemes.

As is evident throughout the findings chapters and in the concluding comments in the previous section, none of the BTEC Level 3 participants were involved in WP schemes, neither did they express any awareness of them. This is important to mention, as there are large disparities in the progression rates between A-level and BTEC students. In the 2015/16 academic year (the same year that the majority of the research participants began their HE), 246,330 A-level students recruited through UCAS were accepted onto courses compared with just 99,740 of those studying BTECs (UCAS, 2016d). Hence, there is a strong case on the basis of such data to include these students in WP schemes with the same frequency as those studying A-levels.
Aside from the benefits of increased participation rates for those holding BTEC Level 3 qualifications, the availability of assistance with travel costs for events held at HEIs provided by WP schemes would have been advantageous for them. As many BTEC Level 3 Performing Arts participants used their auditions to judge specific HEIs, the advantages of WP schemes would have enabled them to visit institutions before applying without being restricted financially. Subsequently, this could have then provided them with the opportunity to gain a sense of ‘place’ before entering the selection process (Diamond et al., 2012). This would have benefitted participants such as Bessy, by increasing opportunities for selecting a number of institutions that she felt a strong emotional investment with, rather than realising that this feeling was only applicable to one out of five of her selected HEIs. Applying to institutions prior to observing them first hand meant that ‘cold’ knowledge had to be relied upon in the form of institutional websites, which are viewed as less trustworthy (Hutchings, 2003; Slack et al., 2014). On the other hand, A-level participants, such as Erin and Evelynn, were able attend Realising Opportunities events at their preferred HEIs a number of times. Likewise, Noel felt that repeatedly visiting specific institutions via subject-specific WP programmes led to an increased sense of familiarity and belonging. These opportunities may have allowed for a broader range of more informed choices to be made by BTEC Level 3 participants. 

2) The criteria utilised to target ‘underrepresented’ students require further evaluation. 
In the third findings chapter of the thesis, I dedicated some attention to the possibly ‘outdated’ nature of the criteria used to define and target ‘underrepresented’ students, focusing specifically on the complexity of second generation students’ situations. I contended that these participants’ HE decision-making did not reflect the features of the second generation students’ discussed in the literature. For example, prior research highlights that second generation participants typically have a substantial family history of HE and a range of resources, such as economic, social and cultural capital, on which to draw upon in their decision-making (Ball et al., 2002; Reay et al., 2005). Additionally, second generation students have been found to be more likely to apply to higher tariff institutions (Curtis et al., 2008; Reay et al., 2005). This did not feature in the accounts of the second generation participants (Daryl, Erin and Juliette) in my own research which I concluded was a result of their parents being non-traditional students (in the case of Erin and Juliette). 

More attention needs to be provided to the nature of HE applicants’ parents’ HE experiences when constructing definitions of ‘underrepresented’ students beyond simply ‘first’ and ‘second’ generation. The inclusion of only first generation students in defining ‘under-representation’ needs revisiting, as second generation students reported similar constraints. It may be that more weight needs to be placed upon a combination of students’ NS-SEC category and the levels of deprivation in their home localities (as indicated by the IMD). There are instances where participants were deemed to be ‘underrepresented’ in HE by some measures and not others (see table 1). Daryl, who is a second generation student, is underrepresented in HE in terms of his parents’ occupation when considered against the NS-SEC for example. Whilst I do not dispute the usefulness of using LPNs to identify underrepresented students, I am mindful of the critiques from Harrison and McCaig (2014) that highlight the possibility of ‘leakage’ (see p. 82). As explained in the Methodology and Methods chapter, Harrison and McCaig (2014) propose that using the IMD to target underrepresented students can rectify this issue which explains why I place more emphasis on this here. Although policy makers are unlikely to take details of second generation students’ parents’ HE experiences into consideration, this can be accomplished in WP schemes at the local level. The institution-specific WP schemes mentioned by the participants require students to be first generation to take part; relaxing this criteria to an extent would help ensure that applicants who would benefit from participation in institution-specific WP schemes will not be excluded from doing so. The Realising Opportunities scheme can be regarded as an example of good practice here, in that second generation students are eligible to take part if they meet two other conditions on the eligibility criteria (see p. 12). As a result of the complexity exhibited by the participants’ situations, the notion of the ‘underrepresented’ student should be re-evaluated, at least at the local level, to take this into account. 

3) Additional funding is required to enable post-16 students to attend open days.
In order to access those benefits discussed in my first recommendation, additional funding is required to enable post-16 students to attend open days. In being able to view and experience institutions first hand, more students will be able to make ‘choices’ rather than ‘decisions’; they will have opportunities to decipher which HEIs are suitable by being able to establish and also extend a sense of ‘place’ across numerous institutions. Moreover, they will have access to ‘warm’ rather than solely ‘cold’ knowledge when making HE choices.  
At present, post-16 institutions provide support to students through the 16-19 Bursary Fund[footnoteRef:44]. These can be provided as Discretionary Bursaries or as Vulnerable Bursaries. Discretionary Bursaries are those for which the school or college create their own policy to outline who these are provided to and how they are distributed (for instance, as a cash bursary or in-kind). Vulnerable Bursaries are provided to care leavers, those currently in care, and those receiving various forms of welfare support[footnoteRef:45]. Yet, these funds are available to support students to complete their post-16 education, rather than to provide practical assistance in their HE decision-making. Although both FECs that participated in my research did provide financial support towards travel costs as part of the Discretionary Bursary, it is unlikely that this would adequately cover open day attendance or audition fees in addition to the costs incurred by regular commutes to college and/or part-time employment. For example, Collerborough College provides up to £700 per year specifically for travel (for ‘approved courses’ only) which equates to approximately £15 per week. Considering that students may wish to attend open days held throughout the entire year, alongside the financial demands of commuting to and from their FEC for nine months within that year, it is doubtful that this is sufficient, especially in cases when HEIs are not situated in close proximity to a students’ locality.   [44:  The 16-19 Bursary fund was introduced in 2011 to replace the Education Maintenance Allowance which was abolished during the same year (see Lloyd et al., 2015). ]  [45:  See https://www.gov.uk/guidance/16-to-19-bursary-fund-guide-for-2015-to-2016 ] 

Additional funds could be used not only to support students in accessing open days, but also to relieve the costs of travelling to HEIs to partake in selection processes. In the second findings chapter, I detailed how Performing Arts participants had to avoid open days so that they could afford to attend their course auditions. Upon researching the available financial support to cover the costs of audition fees, I uncovered that very few of the institutions mentioned by participants offered audition fee waivers[footnoteRef:46]. In cases where audition fee waivers are offered, applicants must meet a specified set of criteria[footnoteRef:47]. However, this information was challenging to locate and was not mentioned by participants. It is then uncertain whether the participants were aware of this support and the absence of this awareness is noteworthy to highlight in itself; increased transparency in the distribution of this information is required so that applicants can take advantage of such forms of financial support.  [46:  Conservatoire schools offer an audition fee waiver scheme. However, only one participant had applied to a Conservatoire. Outside of Conservatoires, only one other institution mentioned by the Performing Arts participants offered an audition fee waiver. ]  [47:  This consists of applicants residing in a quintile 1 or 2 area in accordance with POLAR3, having a household income of less than £25,000 as well as being a UK resident who does not currently hold a degree. ] 


4) Policy makers and practitioners need to remain mindful of the ‘masking’ effect of self-justification in HE decision-making. 
This recommendation is made based on the ‘masking’ effect exhibited by John and Tony in response to encountering financial constraints that they were unable to negotiate. In being unable to overcome these constraints, John and Tony both began to self-justify their situation, framing their post-FE plans as an intentional choice, rather than a decision that was made in response to not having sufficient economic capital to pursue their original paths. It should not be concluded then that students have made the ‘right choice’ for themselves without considering the fact that they have faced constraints. Just because a HE applicant does not appear to have encountered structural constraints, this does not mean that they do not exist or impact upon a students’ HE progression.  This also means that policy makers should be more mindful of the impact that their policies have on individual subjectivity and the potential disadvantages that may arise from this, particularly for those who do not have the resources to fully achieve individualisation. 
For WP practitioners, the reflexive shifts experienced by participants as a result of encountering constraints could be captured and rectified by taking learner centred, integrated, and progressive approaches to outreach. This involves liaising with schools and colleges to understand learners’ needs, and working with them over a period of time to respond to changes in these needs (HEFCE, 2014b, p. 4). Where WP teams and practitioners are already delivering programmes that contain these features, my thesis findings provide support to the critical importance of this in aiding HE decision-making for underrepresented students. 
	
5) HEIs need to evaluate their own assumptions and cultures to avoid alienating potential applicants from underrepresented backgrounds. 
This recommendation has arisen from Sofia’s experience of feeling alienated by the cultural knowledge and educational histories of fellow applicants during her interview at a traditional institution. Part of this alienation arose from not possessing knowledge of ‘beaux arts’ that fellow applicants held. Sofia was further estranged from this environment when she discovered that other applicants were studying A-levels which led to feelings of ‘inadequacy’, supporting the assertion that there is a lack of parity of esteem between A-level and vocational programmes in the eyes of students themselves (Bowers-Brown, 2016; Leathwood and Hutchings, 2003; Shields and Masardo, 2015). These feelings can be instilled by the qualifications HEIs demand for entry; as noted in the third findings chapter, the Russell Group website states that BTEC qualifications ‘are not considered suitable preparation’ for HE study (RussellGroup.ac.uk, 2016). If traditional HEIs were to move towards acceptance and recruitment of those holding vocational qualifications on a larger scale, this could assist in altering the perceptions of the A-level as a ‘gold standard’ and, importantly, allow students possessing vocational qualifications to feel accepted into institutional cultures. 
Institutions should carry out reflective action research to move away from cultural assumptions that serve to alienate underrepresented applicants, and move towards establishing widespread radical change. Hayton et al.’s (2015) participatory action research provides an excellent example of this, where interventions were implemented to widen participation on the highly selective BA Fine Arts degree at Goldsmiths in London. This research offers a notable example of how institutions can reflect on their own cultural assumptions and practices and ‘effect real change’ (Ibid., p. 1274). Thomas’s (2002, p. 440) work on student retention proposes similar steps to establish such changes, stating that: ‘institutions must be willing to examine their internal structures of power and representation, including the spheres of governance, curricula and pedagogy’. The onus should not rest on the individual student to change to ‘fit’ with the cultural practices of institutions (Reay, 2003; Thomas, 2002). 
[bookmark: _Toc477643217]2.1 Dissemination of recommendations 
Throughout the writing of my thesis, I have disseminated the above findings and recommendations at national and international conferences. One audience that found the above particularly useful and interesting was that of outreach and WP practitioners at the Widening Participation Research and Evaluation Unit (WPREU) Forum, held at the University of Sheffield. Through my involvement with WPREU, I was also invited to discuss my research findings and recommendation with a visiting Fulbright Scholar, where I provided my own views on ideal future WP policy directions in both the UK and US. 

3. [bookmark: _Toc477643218]Critical evaluation 
I now turn my attention to a critical evaluation of my research’s limitations and strengths, with particular focus on the methodology and methods. Where appropriate, I also consider participants’ responses to evaluative questions asked during the final interviews/focus groups (see appendix 6)[footnoteRef:48]. These provided insights into how the participants experienced the research process overall, as well as on their feelings concerning the methods that I employed.  [48:  Evaluative questions were included in the fourth interview schedule which was used with those participants who were recruited in April 2014; these participants had four interview/focus group meetings, whereas the remainder, who became involved in the research in September 2014, had three (see figure, 3). For these participants, evaluative questions were incorporated into the third interview schedule during our last meeting. ] 

Before presenting a discussion of the limitations and strengths of my research inquiry, it is important to highlight that there are difficulties in evaluating both qualitative research and narrative inquiry due to there being no homogeneous consensus of standards (Lüders, 2004). In the Methodology and Methods chapter, I provided much attention to the challenges of establishing ‘truth’ and ‘trustworthiness’ in narrative inquiry. While I do reflect on this here, I also evaluate the sample size, sampling methods, data collection methods, and the longitudinal approach. Therefore, despite the difficulties in evaluating qualitative research and narrative inquiry, I aim to establish a comprehensive and critical evaluation of the research by using my own judgement of what this would ideally entail, considering that there is an absence of a standard consensus to follow. 
[bookmark: _Toc477643219]3.1 Limitations
In outlining the limitations of the research, I consider the diversity and sample size, as well as issues with establishing ‘truthfulness’ in the participants’ diary contributions. I have selected these features of my research to provide critical attention to, as these are aspects that I feel are likely to fall under scrutiny from those unfamiliar with the narrative inquiry approach. 
The small sample size involved in my research may be open to criticisms concerning both representativeness and generalisability. Yet, establishing a high degree of representativeness and generalisability was not my intention here. I employed a voluntary sampling method, thus no selection of participants took place. Though I did select the FEC sites purposefully to enable me to access FE students from LPN’s to answer my research questions, I also intentionally recruited from both A-level and vocational courses to establish greater diversity in the sample and address the knowledge gaps I outlined in the Literature Review. Whilst I managed to obtain a good gender mix, with 40% male and 60% female participants, I do not claim that the research findings are representative of all male and female students studying in FECs in LPNs. Finally, conclusions regarding ethnicity could not be drawn as the entire participant group identified as white. 
Although I contend that I do not intend for my research findings to be generalisable to, or representative of, white male and female FEC students in LPNs, I posit that they are transferable to similar contexts to some degree. The research has conveyed the uniqueness of participants’ individual lives in terms of their cares, concerns, histories and reflexive modes; identical constellations of these are unlikely to occur, nor be transferable from one individual to another in the same, let alone different, contexts. Yet, some of the broader themes that emerged in a number of participants’ accounts, I believe, are transferable to similar contexts. As Trahar and Yu (2015, p. 17) state, stories are ‘composed and received in contexts’, they do not ‘fall from the sky’ (Riessman, 2008, cited by Trahar and Yu, 2015, p. 17). I propose that the findings concerning constraints and enablements in particular can be transferable. For example, limited financial resources were a common constraint experienced by participants in their HE decision-making; the constraints that the participants experienced as a result of financial restrictions could very likely be experienced by other young people in similar contexts, such as LPNs and areas with high levels of socioeconomic deprivation. Moreover, I have uncovered aspects of the HE decision-making process, such as self-justification, that likely feature in many other young peoples’ experiences. 
Before moving on to discuss the strengths of my research, I wish to address possible issues relating to the ‘truthfulness’ and ‘trustworthiness’ of participants’ diary contributions. In the Methodology and Methods chapter, I discussed the notion of ‘truth’ at length, focusing on Phillips’ (1994) work who was unable to propose a means of confidently establishing this in narrative research. Though, the possible issues with truthfulness and trustworthiness in relation to participants’ diaries are not so much concerned with what is written, but how experiences have been recorded. As diaries are, by their very nature, completed privately away from the gaze of the researcher, there is no way of establishing whether participants have actually recorded their experiences as they occurred or if multiple entries were made retrospectively. This would overshadow one of the advantages of using diaries that I raised in the Methodology and Methods chapter, that they can provide a means of gaining insights into experiences over time without inaccuracies in recall (Coxon, 1996; Cucu-Oancea, 2013; Radcliffe, 2013). Though, as I will address when exploring the strengths of the research, the triangulation achieved between the diaries and focus groups/interviews points to the conclusion that diary accounts were recorded as and when particular situations and events were experienced by the participants. Therefore, establishing triangulation assisted in increasing the level of trustworthiness in terms of participants’ adherence to the guidance for diary completion. 

[bookmark: _Toc477643220]3.2 Strengths
In evaluating the strengths of my inquiry, I begin by outlining the importance of establishing triangulation which enabled me to answer the research questions and also increased the level of trustworthiness in the participants’ narrative accounts. I then move on to highlight the strengths of the small sample size; I reason that, despite the limitations cited in the previous section, conducting the research with a small number of participants allowed the collection of rich qualitative data which subsequently illustrated the complexities in participants’ individual lives. 
Between-method triangulation (Denzin, 1970) was able to be established between focus groups/interviews and diary entries, particularly where participants had made frequent entries and, of course, had returned their diaries at the end of the research period[footnoteRef:49]. This was crucial in order to obtain enough information to satisfy the research questions. Fortunately, the majority of participants made diary entries frequently (a minimum of one per month), with an average of 12 entries per participant. Using both focus group/ interview methods alongside participant diaries was mutually reinforcing; the accounts obtained via focus groups and interviews helped clarify any discontinuities in participants’ diaries, which subsequently provided the opportunity for a fuller narrative picture to be established (see appendix 16). Furthermore, the focus groups and interviews conducted alongside participants’ diary completion successfully permitted them to share deeper reflections. Participants would record experiences or thoughts as they occurred in their diaries before reflecting upon them in interviews and focus groups. One participant, John, articulated that he found the diaries advantageous for this reason, commenting that he would have been ‘lost’ in interviews had he not recorded diary entries throughout the research:  [49:  Only one participant (Noel) did not return their diary at the end of the research period despite my own efforts and those of the gatekeeper at Collerborough College to retrieve it. ] 

I wouldn’t remember when I’d made a decision if I didn’t have this (the diary). So when I think “Oh when did I decide to do that?” I actually look in there and think “Oh it were on whatever date”…If I had to recite every decision that I’d made to you and on t’date without having this, I’d be lost…I’d just be confused if I didn’t have somewhere to write my ideas down. 
(Interview, May 2015) 
In having previously considered their post-FE plans within their diaries prior to each focus group/interview, I was able to then prompt participants for more in-depth explanations of the reasons informing their responses whilst simultaneously limiting the risk of inaccurate reflections. 
Cross referencing the focus group/interview data with diary entries assisted in increasing the trustworthiness of participants’ accounts; this is a benefit of between-method triangulation (Gorard and Taylor, 2004). It is possible, albeit unlikely, that participants could have been intentionally dishonest in their diary entries and maintained such accounts during interviews/focus groups. The only indication of anything of this nature occurring was that participants occasionally withheld details of specific experiences and thoughts before elaborating upon them in more detail later in the research when they had become more familiar with me. This is not an indication of intentional dishonesty, but rather an example of the strengths associated with rapport building facilitated by the longitudinal research approach; participants expectedly became more ‘open’ in their disclosures after conversing with me on a number of occasions. 
I relied on FE students volunteering their participation within the FECs that I had approached. During the analysis of my data, I was admittedly concerned that I had not gathered the views of solely first generation students[footnoteRef:50] who represented NS-SEC categories 4-7[footnoteRef:51]. Yet, in recruiting a sample containing both first and second generation participants and varied in terms of the NS-SEC, I was able to capture the ‘noise’ in individual participant’s cases; Bathmaker and Harnett (2010, p. 2) cite this as a beneficial feature of narratives, as they can ‘help us to understand complex interrelationships’. Through this, I identified that participants who were second generation, or were in NS-SEC categories 1-3, often experienced the same constraints as those who were regarded as ‘underrepresented’ by official ‘measures’. Every participant was ‘underrepresented’ to some degree (see table 1) when compared to various definitions, but some emerged as more ‘underrepresented’ than others. This certainly highlighted the complexities involved in defining ‘underrepresented’ students, and subsequently led to my recommendation noted earlier which calls for a re-evaluation of existing definitions to encompass the more intricate details of participants’ lives.  [50:  One of the four conditions for participation in the Realising Opportunities scheme is that students are first generation; students must meet two of these criteria (see p. 12). ]  [51:  HESA deems students who correspond with NS-SEC categories 4-7 as ‘underrepresented’ in HE (see p. 13). ] 


4. [bookmark: _Toc477643221]Reflexive account of my PhD journey 
In the introductory chapter of the thesis, I provided a narrative account outlining my own personal history as a means of illustrating my motivations for conducting this research. I feel it fitting to end the thesis in a similar vein to how it started. Here, I reflect on my PhD research journey including the personal and professional development that I have experienced over the past three years, along with some important reflections on the research as a whole. Where relevant, I include extracts from my own research diary; this provided a space for reflexive musings on the research, particularly whilst conducting my field work and was separate from the diary that I completed alongside the participants. 
I wish to state firstly that, while I have unquestionably learnt a lot from the research participants in terms of their decisions and choices regarding HE progression, they have aided me in learning more about myself just as much as any other aspect of this research. This arose from the partial co-participatory approach, which involved me keeping a diary of my own alongside the participants and welcoming their questions about me. Hence, it was not only the participants who were contemplating their futures, I was too (see appendix 10). 
In revisiting and reflecting upon my own diary that I completed alongside the participants, the content of my entries conveys a combination of autonomous and meta-reflexive tendencies when debating my post-PhD plans. I consider research to be my vocation; I am passionate and personally invested in my research area and I consistently reflect upon my own reflections. I am uncertain about my future social mobility and I have often expressed in my own internal conversations that I am not concerned with this, providing that I still have the opportunity to engage in my research area. Admittedly, however, there are instances in my own diary where I have yearned for more material benefits in the future, such as a job that provides a good income. There are also times where I have experienced a great sense of competitiveness to accomplish this. Thus, like many of the participants, I myself have a ‘dual’ reflexive mode. This, as demonstrated through the narratives of the participants, is dependent on the distribution of enablements and constraints and the influence of other people and specific events that I have encountered. Towards the end of the research period however, I considered myself to be more of a meta-reflexive following a conversation with one participant (Max). This took place ‘off the record’ following our final interview. I documented the following in my research diary immediately after this exchange: 
After the interview had been completed, Max spent 30 minutes asking me questions about my own diary and plans, along with questions about my motivations for conducting the research…During this discussion, Max also asked me for details of my own trajectory into HE. I mentioned a host of influences and events; how I initially wanted to be a Social Worker to help families, how I spent some time volunteering for various causes, how my later HE choices were based on careers where I could support others in various ways. Max responded: “I like that. Everything you have done has been to help people”. I had never considered my own trajectory and motivations in this way before…I thanked him for his kind comment. This has stuck with me ever since. (Research diary, May 2015)
Until this conversation, I had never reflected upon my prior motivations in such a way that prioritised intrinsic benefits and ‘causes’ so acutely. This led me to realise that meta-reflexive tendencies were strongly depicted in my trajectory into HE. Subsequently, the research helped me learn more about myself, my values, concerns and motivations. 
My own beneficial experience of the research was similar to that of the participants. In their evaluative comments, participants reported that the experience of taking part in discussions about their choices and decisions aided them in considering their plans from various perspectives. This, in turn, helped them in seeing ‘the bigger picture’ (Noel, interview, May 2015) of their present decisions, and to make more ‘educated’ (Daryl, interview, May 2015) decisions about HE. Other participants explained that the process of answering questions about their decisions, choices and future plans led them to achieve a more enhanced understanding of themselves. After feeling ‘confused’ about her future, May outlined that the interviews and focus groups helped her to clarify where she ‘wanted to be’ and what she ‘wanted to do’ (Interview, April 2015). For Bessy, the research process helped her to become more familiar with her own personal qualities, such as her ability to be ‘headstrong’ in the process of aiming to accomplish her goals (Interview, April 2015). Finally, some participants voiced that the research aided them in feeling reassured about their decisions; Juliette explained that learning of fellow participants’ plans in focus groups led her to feel reassured that she was not the only person who was ‘consistent’ in her decision-making over time: ‘Like Evelynn, we are consistent and we’ve both made our decision and that’s what we’re gonna stick to…Other people are really exciting and changing their options and we’re just like “No this is what we wanna do”’ (Focus group, May 2015). 
Outside of my interactions with participants, the process of planning, implementing, analysing data and presenting my findings has encouraged me to discover levels of confidence, persistence and focus that I was unaware I had. The recruitment process, albeit challenging, taught me that perseverance in attempting to gain access to research sites was essential. Moreover, prior to starting the PhD process, I had always had issues with confidence. Presenting my research findings in front of a number of audiences, including fellow newer researchers and experienced academics, as well as WP, outreach and FE practitioners nationally and internationally has certainly strengthened my confidence in my own research capabilities. This heightened confidence has also been essential in developing myself professionally. During my PhD studies, I have successfully taught undergraduate and Masters students across two HEIs and have conducted data collection to assist the work of university research departments. If it were not for the PhD process, these are activities that my doubts in my own abilities would have prevented me from pursuing. In addition to increasing my confidence, committing to the tasks involved in the successful completion of the PhD, alongside undertaking teaching, assisting with the work of research departments, submitting work for publication and presenting at conferences, has enhanced my skills in organisation and my ability to focus on multiple objectives simultaneously. Of course, I already considered myself to be organised and focused before applying to study a PhD programme, yet the research journey has strengthened these skills to levels that I would have never felt possible. 
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Appendix 1: Participant background questionnaire

Questionnaire
This questionnaire helps me to understand a little more about you and your background.
There are no right or wrong answers, so please answer as honestly as possible.
If there are some questions that you do not want to answer, you do not have to.
1. Are you…?
Male        
Female                    
2. How old were you on your last birthday?
Please write in years:                
3. Which of the following best describes your ethnic group? Please tick ONE box only 
White       
Mixed
Asian or Asian British
Black or Black British
Other
4. Are you…? Please tick ONE box only 
Single, never married
Married/living with partner/civil partnership
Widowed/divorced/separated
5. Do you have any dependent children?
Yes   
No
6. What was your highest level of qualification before starting your current course of study?

Postgraduate qualification (e.g. Doctorate, Masters, Postgraduate Diploma, Postgraduate Certificate) 
Undergraduate qualification (e.g. Bachelor degree, Foundation Degree, HNC/HND, DipHE/CertHE, NVQ Level 4, an equivalent professional qualification)
2 A-Levels or more, 4 AS Levels or more, GNVQ Advanced, BTEC National,   NVQ Level 3, Access to HE qualification
5 GCSEs grade A-C, 5 CSE O-Levels, GNVQ Intermediate, BTEC Intermediate, NVQ level 2, 1 A-Level, 3 or less A-Levels
Fewer or lower qualifications than the above
No qualifications

7. Has anyone in your family completed/currently studying for a higher education (university) qualification?
                                                        Yes                  No                  Don’t know/not applicable                  
Your mother	[image: ]                  [image: ]                                 [image: ] 
Your father	[image: ]                  [image: ]                                 [image: ]
Brother/sister	[image: ]	[image: ]                                 [image: ]      
Son/daughter	[image: ]                   [image: ]                                [image: ]
Partner/spouse 	                                                   
Another member of your       household/immediate family?                 

8. Where do you live during term time? Please tick ONE box only 
Alone in house/flat/lodgings                              [image: ]
With parents/guardians                                       [image: ]
With partner/spouse and/or children             [image: ] 
With friends/students in rented                        [image: ]
accommodation                                                       
                  
9. Are you the main income earner-from wages or social security benefits- in your household, or is that someone else? Please tick ONE box only
I am the main income earner                              [image: ]             
Someone else is the main income earner        [image: ]             
10. Is the main income earner currently…?
In paid work full-time (over 30 hours a week)          [image: ]
In paid work part-time (under 30 hours a week)      [image: ]
Unemployed but seeking work                                        [image: ]
Long term sick or disabled                                                [image: ]
Retired from paid work                                                      [image: ]
Looking after the home/family                                        [image: ]
Doing something else                                                          [image: ]

11. Please tick the box which best describes the sort of work the main income earner in your household does/did in their current or last main job. Not all jobs are listed but please select the category where the examples seem most like their actual job. Please tick ONE box only.

Modern professional occupations
	Teacher, nurse, physiotherapist, social worker, welfare officer, artist, musician, police officer (sergeant or above), software designer
	


   
Clerical and intermediate occupations
	Secretary, personal assistant, clerical worker, office clerk, call centre agent, nursing auxiliary, nursery nurse 
	



Senior managers or administrators 
	(Usually responsible for planning, organising and co-ordinating work and for finance) such as: finance manager, chief executive

	



Technical and craft occupations
	Motor mechanic, fitter, inspector, plumber, printer, tool maker, electrician, gardener, train driver
	



Semi-routine manual and service occupations
	Postal worker, machine operative, security guard, caretaker, farm worker, catering assistant, receptionist, sales assistant, chef
	



Routine manual and service occupations
	HGV driver, van driver, cleaner, porter, packer, sewing machinist, messenger, labourer, waiter/waitress, bar staff 
	



Middle or junior managers
	Office manager, retail manager, bank manager, restaurant manager, warehouse manager, publican 

	



Traditional professional occupations
	Accountant, solicitor, medical practitioner, scientist, civil/mechanical engineer
	




12. Apart from studying, are you currently…?
In paid work full-time (over 30 hours a week)              [image: ]       
In paid work part-time (under 30 hours a week)          [image: ]                   
Unemployed                                                                              [image: ]       
Unemployed but seeking work                                           [image: ]       
Looking after the home/family                                           [image: ]       
Doing something else                                                             [image: ]      
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Appendix 3: Interview schedule one 

Interview schedule 1
General questions regarding your plans
Where do you see yourself when leaving college ( i.e. Education/ work/ training)?
Is this something you have thought about prior to this project? 
What do you feel are the advantages of this? Why have you chosen this route?
What do you think are the most important things to consider when deciding on your plans?
Do you feel as though you are able to achieve this? Why/Why not?
Changing decisions/plans
Is this your ideal plan? 
What would you say is your least ideal plan? Why is this? 
What different thoughts have you had about your plans before this project started? E.g. have these changed?
(If so) Why have these changed? 

Questions regarding alternative plans
What options do you feel you have to choose from when leaving college? 
Do you perceive some options as easier to pursue than others? If so, then why? 

University
What are your thoughts on going to university? 
Have you considered this before? 
What comes to your mind when you think of university?
Do you see going to university as a feasible option?
-why is it/is not perceived as a feasible option? 
What do you think are the biggest challenges in getting into university? 
If are considering HE:
· What do you hope to study? Why? 
· Do you have any thoughts on which university you would like to go to?
· What are your reasons for these choices? 

Influences
Networks
Who do you speak with about your plans?
· Friends
· Family
· Tutors/teachers 
· Others 
Do you find this useful? Why? 
If you do not speak to anyone, why is this?

Experiences contributing to current plans
When did you decide on your current future plans? 
What influenced your interest in pursuing this? 
What experiences have you had that you think has helped you decide? 
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Interview schedule 2 
5 minutes for questionnaire completion 
General
Changing and developing decisions
Since we last spoke have your decisions about what to do after college changed/altered?
Why is this/has anything caused this?
How do you feel about this?
Experiences
Can you think of any experiences or situations that you may have had since we last spoke that have triggered your thinking about your future plans?
· Part time work?
· Other activities e.g. interests/hobbies
· Course work 
· Exams 
University specific
Choice of institution
Do you have any ideas on your ideal university (e.g. first choice)? 
What has made you want to go to this university over others?
What are your other choices?
· Why have you made these? 
If distance from home arises:
Why do you feel that it is important to be close to home? 
What do you define as ‘close to home’? 
(if for easy return) what type of scenarios do you envision occurring to result in a need to travel home? 
What do you feel are the disadvantages/ risks of being far away?
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Choice of degree
What degree are you considering to study at the moment?
Has this changed from previous considerations?
· Why?
What do you think is important to think about when deciding on a degree to study?
· Interest
· Employment options
· Other? 

Engagement with university
Have you attended any university events recently?
· Open days
· talks
· activities
Have these helped you consider your options?
· How?
· Institution/degree course options? 
· What do you find most/least useful about these in your decision-making?

WP Schemes 
Are you engaged in any activities with any university?
· What do these involve?
Are these useful in making your decisions/choices? 
· Why? Why not?
What aspects of these do you find the most useful/ not useful when making decisions about university?

Preparation
Personal statements
How important do you feel personal statements are?
What things have you cited in your personal statement?
· 
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· Why do you feel this is important?
· Where did you learn to do this?
Potential barriers
· Do you feel that there is anything that may prevent you from progressing to university/ your plans?
· Do you have an alternative plan e.g. a ‘plan B’? 

Social influences
I asked last time about your social networks and influences and many of you explained that you speak to various people such as friends, family and tutors about your plans
Who would you say has been the most influential person/ people in helping you decide your plans?
· How do they help you?
· What exactly do you find helpful about what they do?
· What do you find least helpful regarding others involvement in your choices/decisions? 
What, to you, makes someone’s advice valuable and trusted? 
· What qualities does this person need to have?
· What relationship do they need to have to you?

If not planning on attending university
What do you plan to do after college at the moment?
How did you decide on this plan?
Has this changed?
Why did you choose this option over others such as continuing education/training?
What would you say are the main benefits over this option than others?
· What has led you to reject other options if considered?
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Appendix 5: Interview schedule three

Interview schedule 3 
Continuing and changing plans
Where are you now with you plans for when you leave college?
· Same ?
· Changes? If so, what? And why?
How do you feel when thinking about these?
· Concerns etc.?
Are you happy with the choices you have made so far?
· If you could change one decision you have made about your plans, would you?
Have you had any major set backs since the project started?
· What are these?
· How have you responded?
HE specific
Do you feel prepared for university?
· Why?
· Why not?
What would you say is the main reason you would like a degree?
How do you perceive people who go to university?
Previously I have asked about the advantages of your plans to attend university. Do you feel there are any disadvantages? 
Attainment
How do you feel when you think of ‘results day’?
How do you perceive exams/coursework/practical assessment? (whichever mode is relevant for current course)
· Like/dislike them? why?
Do you think this is reasonable in assessing your knowledge?
· Why/why not?
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Family
What does your family think of you attending university? 
Have your family been involved in your education e.g. school and college?
· How?
· If not, why do you think this is?
· Is this important to you?

Future/lifestyle
Where ideally would you like to be in the future after university?
· What would you like to be doing?
· Why do you want to do this?
What do you envision your ideal future lifestyle to be like?
What would you say would be your least ideal lifestyle? 
If not planning on attending university
What do you plan to do after college at the moment?
How did you decide on this plan?
Has this changed?
Why did you choose this option over others such as continuing education/training?
What would you say are the main benefits over this option than others?
· What has led you to reject other options if considered?
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Appendix 6: Interview schedule four

Interview schedule 4
Continuing/changing plans
Are your plans for when you leave college the same or have they changed?
· What changes (if any)?
· Reasons for this?
Future plans
Previously you have identified (career), what are your main reasons for wanting to pursue this? (For those that have identified careers in prior interviews)
· Benefits of chosen career?
· Turning points?
If no identified career: When do you feel you will make your decisions about a future career?
· During university?
· After graduation?
· Why?
University specific
Are your university intentions the same?
· Living at/away from home
· Course choice
· Institutional choice
If not, what has caused these to change?
Evaluation of research process
*Remind participants to be as honest as they like…
Generally, how have you felt participating in this research?
How have you felt about our chats?
 - Useful/ not useful?
- Why

How have you found the diary activity?
· Any difficulties?
· Useful/ not useful?
· Why?
Can you tell me one thing you enjoyed the most whilst taking part?
And one thing you enjoyed the least?
· Why?
If I were to do this research again, what would you recommend I change (if anything)?
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Appendix 11: Audio diary guidance 

Audio diaries 
Using either a voice recorder provided by me, or your own technology (e.g. phone) you can record an explanation of your thoughts, decisions or plans. This may be useful for you to reflect on your diary entries that you have made so far and would be a good opportunity to record your thoughts in another way. 
Things to think about…
The audio diary follows the same instructions as the written diary. You can talk about what you plan to do when you leave college next year, and about the decisions or choices you have made or are thinking about at the moment. 
You may want to revisit what you have already written in your diaries whilst you record yourself speaking and talk about your diary entries in more detail. 
You may want to speak about what you are thinking about doing when you leave college, and what has led you to this decision. 
If you have trouble getting started, here are some questions you could answer (but you do not have to!):
· What do you hope to do when you leave college next year? More education? Work? Training? Something else?
· What has led you to this decision? (you could talk about any experiences or thoughts you have had that helped you decide)
· What options do you feel there are for when you leave college in terms of education, work and training? 
· Do any of these options interest you and why/why not? 
If using a recorder that I have supplied:
I can collect these from you when we have our final meeting next year along with your written diaries.
If you do not manage to attend the last meeting for whatever reason, you can:
· Put the recorder in the envelope provided and seal it (this stops anyone else from accessing it). Only I will listen to your recordings and your identity will be kept anonymous. 
· Leave the envelope at the staff office and I will pick these up at another time. 

306

If using your own:
Please email the audio file to me at zsbaker1@sheffield.ac.uk I will reply to let you know that I have received this. 
It would be useful if you could email these as soon as possible.
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Appendix 12: Participant information sheet 

Information sheet
Hi, my name is Zoe and I am a researcher from the University of Sheffield. I would like to invite you to take part in my research project. This sheet contains important information which you will need to read carefully before deciding whether to take part.
What is the purpose of this project?
I am researching college students’ thoughts and perspectives about the future, and am interested to hear what your thoughts are about your future after you have finished college. I would like to know about any, plans, decisions or choices that you have made or are simply just thinking about at the moment. 
If you do not know what you want to do after college- don’t worry! You can still take part if you would like as it will be very helpful to hear about any thoughts or feelings at all that you have about life after college, even if these are not anything definite.
This research will provide me with information for my thesis which is being produced for my PhD course at the University of Sheffield. 
What will the project involve?
If you would like to take part, the project will take place until around the middle of your second year at college (around May 2015).
It will involve:
Diary entries
I will supply you with a diary to make entries in over the next year. You can write as little or as much as you like in these. There are no right or wrong answers, and you can include pictures and sketches too if you like (not just writing). 
In the diaries, you can record any thoughts, feelings or plans about your future after college. This is to create a picture of your thoughts over time. Do not worry if these change; the diaries will be very useful even if you change your mind over the year. 
Things you might want to include in the diaries are:
· 
· General thoughts or feelings about life after college
· Any plans, decisions or choices you have made or are just thinking about
· Any experiences that have led to these thoughts, decisions or choices
· Whether anything has influenced these
When to write in the diaries?
If you are unsure about when to write in the diaries, as a rough guide, you could write in them when anything in the above list occurs.  You may have an experience that makes you think about plans for the future, or someone or something may have influenced you. 
A copy of the guidance notes above are pre-printed in the back of your diary. 
Group discussions
As well as the diaries, I would also like to visit you as a group a few times over the next year to have a chat about your thoughts, decisions and any choices you have made about your future.
These visits will take place once every 2 or 3 months until approximately May 2015 during your college terms, and will be arranged in advance with plenty of notice. 
The interviews will last for 1 hour maximum, and will be an informal group chat about your perceptions of the future, your decision-making, choices and general thoughts. These interviews will be audio recorded.
Questionnaire
I would request you do complete a short questionnaire in our first meeting should you wish to take part. This is to understand a little bit more about you and your background and will take a few minutes to complete. If you are unsure/ do not want to answer some questions, you do not have to.  
How will the data be used?
The data will be used as part of my research thesis for my course at the University of Sheffield.
Any contributions you make via the diaries or in the group discussions will only be used for analysis, presentation in my thesis and possibly for illustration in conference presentations or in publication. 
Your identity will remain confidential and anonymous. I will be the only person that has access to your original contributions to the project from both the diaries and the original audio recordings from the group discussions.
You will be anonymised through the use of a pseudonym (you can choose your own if you like). These will be used in the analysis and presentation of the data. 
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Do I have to take part?
No. Participation is voluntary, and it is up to you if you would like to take part. If you do want to be involved, you have the right to withdraw from the research at any time without giving any reasons. You can contact me at any time to do this via the email address at the end of this sheet.
If you do choose to take part, I will ask you to sign a consent form which you will keep a copy of.
What if something goes wrong?
Please contact me as soon as possible to discuss any concerns that you may have. If after this you feel that your concerns have not been addressed properly, you can contact my supervisor: Dr Vassiliki Papatsiba at v.papatsiba@sheffield.ac.uk. Should you feel that your query has not been dealt with to your satisfaction, you can contact the university’s Registrar and Secretary at registrar@sheffield.ac.uk or telephone 0114 222 1100. 

I would be very grateful for any offers to take part in this project.

Thank you for your time!

Researcher: Zoe Baker Email: zsbaker1@sheffield.ac.uk
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Appendix 13: Facebook group information
Facebook groups
I have set up a Facebook profile which I use just for this project called: Zoe Baker- Research. 
On this profile, I have set up ‘secret groups’ for each college that is involved in the project. 
Through this group you can contact me with any questions, and I can use this to update you and the other students taking part in your college with information on when I will next be visiting. 
Secret groups on Facebook cannot be seen by anyone on your friends list, so they will not know that you have joined and will not see any interactions within this group. 
To join a secret group, we would need to be friended on Facebook. I only use this profile to access the groups; I do not use this as a normal Facebook profile and I will not be looking at any of your personal information on your profiles or at the ‘news feed’. 
This makes it easy for me to let you know when I will be carrying out future discussions for the project directly. 
If you want to be part of the group for these updates, please search for Zoe Baker-Research and send me a friend request; I will then add you to the secret group  

Remember: 
· I will only post a group update to let you know the dates and times when I will be visiting the college. I will be visiting around September/October, Jan/Feb, and then finally in April/May time (3 meetings).
· This is optional, you can always email me with questions at zsbaker1@sheffield.ac.uk if you prefer!
· You will only be added to a group with people you know from your own college. 
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	Axial Codes
	Substantive codes

	Employment and Employability
	‘Normal’ job
Work experience
Career choice influences
Enjoyment (of aspired career)
Helping others
Stability
Negative work experiences
Inadequate preparation for work via FEC
Financial considerations


	Finance
	Family income
Student debt, loans and bursaries
Restrictions to open days
Barriers to alternative plans
‘Squeezed middle’ 

	Motivation
	Desire for new experiences
Broadening opportunities

	The Personal
	Adequate skills/intrinsic qualities
Personal experience: 
· Biographical
· Negative educational experiences
· Turning points

Attitudes: 
· ‘Doing more education’
·  Engagement with education
· Optimism
· Perceptions of HE students



	HE ‘Choice’ and Decision-Making
	Social network influences: 
· Dependency on others
· Discouragement from others 
· Family
· Family friends
· Friends
· Teachers/ tutors
· Relationships
· University staff
· Work colleagues 

Challenges of HE acceptance 
· Attainment
· Competition
· Hard work
· Interviews

Degree course choice:
· Increased future opportunities
· Passion for subject
· Relevant traits 

UCAS applications:
· Self-marketing
· Family assistance
· Online advice
· University admissions assistance
· Personal statements
· Teacher/tutor assistance
· Unhelpful advice/guidance

WP involvement:
· Outreach assistance
· Participation in WP initiatives/schemes

	Emotion
	Emotional investment
Pressure
Regrets 

	Theoretical 
	Individualisation:
· Personal accountability
· Determination 

Autonomous tendencies:
· Career trajectory
· Enforced independence
· Mixed messages
· Globalised tendencies
· Instrumental rationality
· Material gains
· Social mobility 

Communicative tendencies:
· Decisions through thought and talk 
· Identifier
· Constraints unchallenged
· Relational goods
· Reproduction

Meta-reflexive tendencies
· Meta reflection
· Embracing experience
· Causes
· Intrinsic interests
· ‘Otherness’ and critical detachment
· Paying the price’ of constraints and enablements
· Critical of markets and state
· Social reorientation 

Fractured tendencies
· Uncertainty
· ‘Ad hoc’ 

Natal context 
DDD scheme
Personal project
Gender
Risk


Structural:
· Constraints
· Enablements

Capital
· Economic
· Social
· Cultural 

	Trajectories 
	Always assumed
Back up plans:
· Deferred entry

Changing plans:
· Being ‘realistic’
· Optimism with change
· Previous considerations

Continuation in plans
Future plans: 
· Travel 

Lack of other options
Postgraduate considerations
Remaining in FE
Time
Uncertainty in route

	Transition 
	Independence
Preparation 
Social life new people 
Student experience

	Institutional choice  
	Differences and distinctions
Reputation
Marketing
Aesthetics
Facilities
Status
Uses and perceptions of information:
· Academics
· Visits with FEC
· Friends
· Teachers/tutors
· League tables
· Websites
· Open days
· Prospectuses
· Student ambassadors
· Unistats

Location: 
· Distance 
· Employment opportunities
· Financial costs
· Living situation
· New beginnings
· Abroad
· Elements of the familiar
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[bookmark: _Toc477643240]Bessy 
Studying: Performing Arts BTEC L 3          Age: 17        Ethnicity:  White     
Highest qualification: 5 GCSEs grade A-C     Family history of HE: First generation, sibling attended     
Living situation: With parents       Own employment: In part-time work 
Main income earner details:
· Someone else is the main income earner
· Paid full-time work (over 30 hours) 
· Technical and craft occupation 


Profile





Diary entries: July-September 2014
In July, Bessy begins her diary by stating that she has aspired to be an actor since she was young, but now feels that this will be more difficult to accomplish than originally anticipated. This emerged after speaking to her tutor, which led her to feel that her young age may deter her from securing a place to study Acting at degree level. She explains that she is now ‘realistic’ in that she may not gain acceptance immediately following her FE and needs to consider options that will ‘better herself’ until she reapplies. Bessy has made some alternative plans in the case that she is not successfully awarded a place: To go travelling and see ‘the word and its cultures’.
In September, Bessy writes how she is excited to be returning to college. She explains that after working in her retail job throughout the summer she has realised that this is ‘not for (her)’. She writes of a recent visit to a city in the North with her friends and has decided that if they (herself and her friends) were unsuccessful in their HE applications that they would move to this city together. This, Bessy explains, would just be for a period of one or two years in order to gain independence and life experience before reapplying to HE. However, she goes on to explain how she finds the prospect of working full time ‘daunting’ as she has ‘resigned myself to the thought of being a travelling actor and being stuck in the same 9-5 job does not appeal to me in the slightest'. This raises a dilemma as if she were to move to a new city, she would need to work full-time for income. Bessy concludes that she would attempt to find work in a theatre company or independent shops. 
Later in September, Bessy was considering travelling again. This was prompted after a conversation with her hairdresser who provided her with the details of a travel company who specialise in ‘round the world trips’ and humanitarian work.  



















October 2014 (Interview)
Bessy is hoping to begin auditioning for drama school in the near future. Although she has not visited any institutions, she explains that she has found the information available on institutional websites helpful enough to inform her decisions. She comments that she is not specifically targeting HEIs with ‘prestigious’ reputations. This was influenced in part by her friend who was almost awarded a place at a prestigious drama school but that the institution selected the final candidates based on ‘how they looked’. Bessy voiced that she firmly believed that success was due to individual effort and not the institution attended. 
Even though she is engaged in the HE decision-making process, Bessy admits that 40% of her does not wish to be awarded a place immediately to allow her to ‘live’ and gain new experiences before resuming education. At present, she is torn between three different paths: 1) To study for a degree 2) To spend some time travelling, or 3) To move to a new city with her friends and get a job. Bessy feels that she will be able to make a more definite decision after completing her auditions as she will know if she is likely to be awarded a place. 












Diary entries: November 2014-January 2015
In November, Bessy provides an update on her auditions. She writes that she has completed two so far and has not had any recalls. She notes that the feedback provided indicates that she is ‘too young’. 
In January, Bessy’s perspective changes after a successful audition at a theatre school in the South West of England. She writes that this has ‘made me realise how much I do actually want to get in this year and that I have been suppressing this because people have been telling me all the reasons of why I won’t get in’. She goes on to explain how she has ‘fallen in love’ with the institution and the city in which it is located. Bessy also feels that in attending her audition alone, she felt ‘so happy, independent and confident’. Concerning her consideration of taking a gap year to travel, Bessy now feels that this may not be as simple as she initially thought as she has ‘heard from other people that it isn’t as good as people think it will be because you get stuck in a full time job and you don’t get enough time off to be able to go travel even if you do save enough’. Furthermore, Bessy notes that when she has had time out of her studies during college vacation times, she experiences boredom which has led her to conclude that ‘a gap year is just going to be too much and I’ll just regret it’. She is now awaiting an audition at a HEI in Wales as well as her recall following her successful audition at the South West Theatre School. 















January 2015 (Interview)
Bessy has made the decision to attend drama school this year after having completed some of her auditions. She had attended an audition at a theatre school in the South West of England and felt very comfortable here. She contrasts this experience with an audition that she had in London which she disliked due to the busy city atmosphere. 
Bessy had not visited any HEIs prior to applying. She explains that with having to pay for the audition and the associated travel, it was more cost effective to use institutional websites to decide which ones to apply to before seeing them first hand during the audition process. She articulated that she is now passionate about progressing to HE this year as she has been recalled for further auditions. Consequently, this has made her realise that it is ‘in reach’. Bessy divulges that she had previously made alternative plans such as travelling and living with friends as a result of others informing her that she was ‘too young’ to study Acting. Hence, these additional plans were made as she was under the impression that she would not be unsuccessful and had convinced herself that she did not wish to attend. 
Bessy has abandoned the idea of travelling until she is older having witnessed difficulties that her friend has endured trying to balance a full time job with her desire to travel with little holiday entitlement being permitted by her employer. The idea of living with friends in a new city is still being considered but not as strongly as HE; Bessy’s friend was unsuccessful in the selection process at all of her HE choices and does not have a job to support herself. Bessy reflects that she and her friends were being ‘childish’ in thinking that they could move to a new city, find a job and secure a place to live relatively quickly. Bessy feels as though the next step for her would be to progress to HE and experience independence; she reasons that this is necessary to ‘grow up’ and describes how travelling would not provide her this benefit as she would simply return home after. 







Diary entry: April 2015
In her final entry, Bessy provides an update of her auditions and her plans should she not secure a HE place this academic year. She explains how her recall at the South West Theatre School ‘went really well’ and has now been placed on the shortlist. Yet, she has to wait until May to discover if she has been accepted. This led to some frustrations which Bessy expresses here: ‘It’s so hard hearing everyone else find out if they’re in or not and then I’m still waiting not knowing what I am going to do with my life’.
Bessy plans to find a new job should she be unsuccessful before reapplying to HE. She hopes to potentially find work in a bar of café, referring to this as ‘more chilled than retail work’. Alongside a change of job, Bessy plans to develop her skills by undertaking amateur acting work as well as ‘have fun doing all the things I want to do while I’m free from college and coursework’ before reapplying later.


April 2015 (Interview)
Bessy was offered a recall at her first choice institution (the South West Theatre School) which she has completed but is awaiting the final decision on whether she will be awarded a place. She explains that if she is unsuccessful, she will take a gap year and engage in amateur acting work before reapplying for the same institution again next year.
 In reflecting upon her choices, she explains how she was initially critical for applying to institutions that are known to be difficult to gain acceptance in. Yet, she was then reassured as she feels that she would have been unhappy with the location of other HEIs. Bessy outlines that she would like a degree to bolster her skills. She also perceives this as a more cost effective method of developing her skills as opposed to paying for classes in various areas of Performing Arts. 
Bessy views that whilst more and more people are going to university, she feels it is important for students to define what they would like to pursue after their degree. She goes on to cite experiences of people known to her who have made their choices based solely upon enjoyment of a subject area and have later regretted this.

























[bookmark: _Toc477643241]DarylStudying: 4 A-Levels (4 AS-levels at project start)        Age: 17        Ethnicity: White      
Highest qualification: 5 GCSEs grade A-C      Family History of HE: Second generation, Mother, Father and extended family attended
Living situation: With parents         Own employment: None, looking after home/ family 
Income earner: 
· Not the main income earner
· In paid full-time work (more than 30 hours)
· Technical and Craft occupations









June 2014 (Interview)
Daryl is hoping to progress to HE to study a degree in Performing Arts. He hopes to progress to a PGCE in order to become a Drama Teacher following his degree.
 At this stage, Daryl has not considered specific institutions, but plans to attend a UCAS convention during the summer. However, he stated that close to home is important to him as he would like to continue to live with his parents during his HE studies. 








Diary entries: June - September 2014
In June, Daryl provides a brief entry to explain that ‘the career option of being a Drama Teacher still hasn’t changed’. He writes how he volunteered at a children’s holiday club following his exams, describing this as ‘stressful’. Nevertheless, he concludes that he still feels that this ‘could be the right job for me’.
In Daryl’s following entry in September, he explains that whilst he has found returning to college for his second year as being ‘a bit rocky’, he has begun to research potential HE courses. 












September 2014 (Focus group)
Daryl is still hoping to pursue a degree in Drama to eventually teach at secondary level. He has since become more certain in the HEIs he hopes to apply for, citing a post-1992 institution located just 20 minutes away as his first choice. 
He elaborated in this focus group that it was important for his chosen HEIs to be near theatres. Daryl cites other HEIs as possibilities that are all a commutable distance away, including one Russell Group and two post-1992 institutions. Daryl though suggests that he is hoping to attend a Russell Group institution generally, but his first choice was not part of the Russell Group. 
Daryl is currently writing his UCAS personal statement to submit for his college’s internal deadline in November. He still hopes to live at home during his HE studies and commute due to ‘homesickness’, despite explaining that a lot of his friends plan to move away from their home town. 








October 2014
In October, Daryl recorded audio diary entries in which he discussed the voluntary work he was undertaking, considerations of HEIs and reflections upon a visit to a HEI. He explains in his first entry of the month that teaching is still important to him and he would like to gain experience. From December, he will begin volunteering as a peer mentor at college for those studying Drama and Theatre studies. 
Daryl moves on to discuss his institutional choices. His first choice is a pre-1992 institution in the North East of England. Whilst he had not visited this institution at the time of recording this entry, Daryl is encouraged by the course content as he feels this will provide him with expanded opportunities: ‘It sounds really exciting and just gives me one thing which I look for in a university course which is the opportunities its gonna to give me’.
Shortly after this, Daryl records a further audio entry where he reflects upon a visit to this institution. This was an ‘educational visit’ with his English class at college. During the visit, he attended a lecture along with a campus tour and comments that this was not enjoyable. Daryl also explains that he was unable to see the drama facilities which he feels he needs to do in order to decide if the ‘course was right for (him)’. He hopes to return to attend an open day at this institution as ‘sometimes it does take more than one look’ as he ‘wasn’t sure about the university’. Daryl concludes that this is an institution which ‘I couldn’t see myself in’.  Despite this, Daryl decides to keep this institution as a UCAS choice in case the other institutions he is planning to apply to reject him. 




	














Diary entry: December 2014
Daryl records his last diary entry in December. He reports that he has recently started his peer mentoring role and that he ‘adores’ this. He also speaks of how he is continuing to volunteer at a children’s holiday club. 
He also discusses his UCAS application and states that he had submitted this a few days prior to recording. His final choices consist of two post-1992s in the North of England, the post-1992 institution he has visited in the North East with his English class, a pre-1992 institution in the North West of England and another post-1992 institution in the North East. Daryl vocalises his motivations for applying to some of these institutions. For one of the post-1992 institutions located close to his home town, he explains that it was both the short commute and course content that had attracted him to this: ‘We are very near to home, so it’s not that far away for me. It’s gonna be easier for me to commute…I felt some of the content was really good’. For one of the post-1992 institutions in the North East, Daryl is encouraged by the modules; he explains that the modules offered on the Drama course at this institution are both in line with his interest in musicals and relevant to his future career intentions: ‘They have units based on musicals which I adore and also yeah, teaching drama’. Daryl concludes this final entry by stating he is currently waiting for offers. 











February 2015 (Interview)
Daryl has received HE offers from two institutions and has upcoming interviews at others. One of these offers is from the institution he previously regarded as his first choice. However, he has since become drawn to another HEI due to the modules being more varied. 
Daryl still hopes to progress to a PGCE after his degree and become a Drama Teacher. He has been volunteering as a peer mentor for AS-level students at his college. This has helped confirm his future plans. Daryl explained how he felt comforted to have ‘this straight line’, meaning a planned trajectory into teaching as he reflects on others such as friends and family members who do/did not have postgraduate plans. 
When thinking about potential disadvantages of progressing to HE, Daryl states that he was initially concerned about the costs until taking part in an outreach scheme at a local Russell Group institution where the student finance system was explained to him. At present, he is preparing to re-sit some of his AS-level examinations to increase his overall grades.
















May 2015 (Interview)
Daryl has now decided upon his first choice: A post-1992 institution located in the North East of England. He explains that both the modules on the degree course offered by this institution along with the ‘beautiful’ city in which it is located aided him in making this decision. His initial first choice (a post-1992 institution in close proximity to his home) now acts as his insurance choice. Since his new first choice is too far away to commute to, Daryl has made the decision to leave home and reside in student accommodation. He reasons that this will be good in helping him become accustomed to independent living. 





[image: ]


October 2015 (Follow-up)
Daryl is currently studying Drama at the North East post-1992. He describes leaving home and living in a new city as the ‘best decision of his life’. While he still hopes to be a Drama Teacher one day, he is now keeping his options open and taking note of other paths he could pursue in the Performing Arts industry. 



















[bookmark: _Toc477643242]David
Studying: Performing Arts BTEC L 3                Age: 19             Ethnicity:  White           
Highest qualification: 5 GCSEs grade A-C          Family history of HE: First generation               Living situation: With parents               
Own employment: Unemployed  
Main income earner details:
· Someone else is the main income earner
· Paid full-time work (over 30 hours) 
· Clerical and intermediate occupations 








	
September 2014 (Focus group)
David intends to progress to HE and would like to study ‘anything involving singing and acting’. He has not made any definite decisions on where to study as of yet as he felt it was ‘too early’ to do this. However, he is currently considering two prestigious drama schools in London. He was motivated to study in London as he felt this was the ‘best place’ for Performing Arts opportunities. David also hopes to travel and gain new experiences that are unavailable in his home town. He emphasises the importance of learning to live independently as soon as possible. David feels that progressing to HE will provide him with the opportunity to do this. He also explains that his parents plan to move back to his home country (Poland) in the near future, but that he wishes to stay in England or move to America. One of the drama schools that David is considering offers a course in American Theatre that includes a work placement in America which he finds attractive.
David describes how Performing Arts has been a passion of his since he was a child as he has always loved music, film and dance. He explains that in school though, he had always struggled with ‘academic’ work and did not take his education seriously. Following the encouragement of a teacher, he managed to achieve the grades to grant him access to his current Performing Arts course. David expressed how his college course had increased his confidence, and he felt as though he could go on to achieve highly. 












	






Diary entries: September 2014 - January 2015
Following his first interview, David comments in his diary that his future thoughts are ‘unclear’. He notes two potential HE choices; a drama school in London (an FE institution specialising in Performing Arts) along with a new university located in the North of England. 
In October, David lists his provisional HE choices following a UCAS convention. He notes four institutions at this stage which includes the two he previously considered, along with two conservatoires in London. Just one week later, David lists three of these options along with his reasons informing each choice. He explains that one of his course choices offers an opportunity to study in America, whilst his remaining course choices include elements of dance, acting, singing and physical theatre which he is passionate about. 
By December, David had attended his first audition and was offered a place on a Dance and Drama degree. He lists the dates of three forthcoming auditions and concludes that ‘These particular places are a high aim but I am not afraid to go for it’. In the New Year, David had completed an audition at a drama school (FEC) in London and reflected that he did not feel he would be awarded a place. He explains that travelling by coach through the night had resulted in him having minimal sleep which affected his performance. 
 










February 2015 (Interview)
David has recently had an audition for a place at a drama school and has two more in the near future. He had attended an open day in November for one of his top choices that he recently auditioned at. However, he explained how this is no longer his preferred choice as he felt that the institution was dishonest at the open day as different information about the course was provided during the audition. 
David spoke of having a strong sense of determination and self-belief which motivates him to achieve his goals. David still hopes to live and work in America one day. He describes this as a ‘long shot’ due to the competitive nature of finding work in the industry, but is determined to accomplish this. 








Diary entries: February - March 2015
David writes that he was not offered a place at the London drama school (FE institution) that he had auditioned at in January but declares that ‘I will NOT let this affect me’.
In February, David attends two more auditions at his remaining London based choices which include a conservatoire and another FE institution. He details the tasks involved in each of these and describes the auditions as being very competitive.
David’s final entry in March lists the outcomes of his auditions. He was accepted at a Liberal Arts College based in London (that he had not previously mentioned) and at the Northern New University that he had considered earlier. He concludes that he has opted for the Northern New University.










May 2015
David has decided to attend a university instead of a drama school. He explains how he has visited this institution as he currently has friends studying there and he feels that the campus is aesthetically pleasing. He had received offers from two drama schools but one required him to complete a foundation year which he did not want to do, and another had offered him a scholarship. However, he had turned down the scholarship as he did not feel the institution was right for him as it did not ‘look nice’. He feels as though this is important in impacting upon his enjoyment whilst he is studying. Also, David had previously explained in earlier interviews how he wished to continue with his hobbies, such as playing football, and explains how he will have the time to continue with this at his firm choice institution. He explain how he is deterred from London as after visiting to attend auditions, found that it was ‘too busy’ and felt the people there to be ‘rude’. David expresses that he does not necessarily need a degree for his path, but that it is a way to receive more training and a good ‘back up’ to have. He speaks of how he used to judge drama schools as where talented individuals go, with universities being second rate in the field of performing arts. Yet he now suggests that where one studies is not important to future success. He hopes to move to Canada upon completion of his degree and work in the performing arts industry. Ultimately, he hopes to establish a wealthy lifestyle after having grown up in a ‘poor’ household. 









May 2015 (Focus group)
David has decided to attend a new university in the North of England instead of a drama school in London. He explains how he has friends studying here and had visited the campus to see them. After this visit, he became attracted to this institution due to the aesthetically pleasing campus. He had received offers from the London Drama Schools (FEC) and the Liberal Arts College; the former required him to complete a foundation year which he did not want to do, and the latter had offered him a scholarship. However, he had declined the scholarship as he did not feel the institution was right for him. He explains that the campus did not ‘look nice’ and feels as though this is important in impacting upon his enjoyment whilst he is studying. Additionally, he was deterred by the requirement to take additional subjects (such as English and History) should he accept the scholarship which he concluded would leave little time for his hobbies. 
David states that he does not necessarily need a degree for his planned career path, but that it is a good way to receive more training and reassuring ‘back up’ to have. He speaks of how he used to judge drama schools as where talented individuals go, with universities being second rate in the field of Performing Arts. Yet he now believes that where an individual studies is not important to their future success. Ultimately, he hopes to establish a wealthy lifestyle after having grown up in a ‘poor’ household. 













January 2016 (Follow-up)
 David is currently studying for a degree in Dance and Drama at the Northern New University. His future intentions to relocate to America remain the same and will be spending some time performing in Los Angeles in 2017.




[bookmark: _Toc477643243]Erin
Studying:  2 A-levels, 2 AS-levels (initially 3 AS-levels at project start)     Age: 18 years    Ethnicity: White     
Highest qualification: 5 GCSEs A-C        Family history of HE: Second generation, father and sibling  attended
Living situation: With parents    Own employment: In paid part-time work (under 30 hours per week)
Main income earner details:
· Someone else is the main income earner
· In paid full-time work (over 30 hours)
· Senior manager/ administrators 








June 2014 (Focus group)
Erin has ‘always wanted to do something medical’ and plans to study for a degree in Nursing with the hopes of specialising in Midwifery as a postgraduate. Initially, she had hoped to be a GP but was advised by a college tutor that her GCSE grades were incompatible with this. Studying Nursing was therefore a way of remaining engaged with her interest in working in the medical field despite being constrained by her prior attainment. Erin cites that she became interested in establishing a career in this field after having positive experiences with medical staff. This instilled a desire in her to help others. She is currently considering institutions based on her research using Unistats and league tables in the Guardian. Erin intends to apply to HEIs  that are ‘far but not too far’ in order to have the option to travel home with ease. She explains that the institutions she found to be reputable in her selected discipline were all members of the Russell Group; she is currently taking part in the Realising Opportunities scheme which allows her to receive alternative offers. Erin has not attended any open days but plans to do this during the summer holidays.  



















Diary entries: June – September 2014
Throughout the month of June, Erin reflected upon three open days that she had attended; one of these was at a local post-1992 and the remaining were Russell Group institutions. She speculates that she will need to make a difficult decision between the two Russell Group institutions with these being her preferred options; she liked how these institutions were located a considerable distance from her home town and was attracted to the standard of their facilities.
In July, Erin wrote about two of her friends who had decided to drop out of college. She explains how they had begun apprenticeships in areas that were very different from their initial intentions and comments that they had come to dislike it very quickly. This event led her to consider how she would ‘hate to be in a job that I hate for the rest of my life’.
Throughout August, Erin conveys concerns related to her upcoming AS-level results. On the day that she received these, she discovered that she had not achieved as highly as she had hoped. Following this, she had arranged with her FEC to continue two of her AS-levels and replace the others that she had not performed as highly in with different subjects. 
During the following month, Erin arrives at the conclusion that she would now pursue a Midwifery degree immediately following the completion of her FE. She explains that she initially wanted to study Adult Nursing prior to Midwifery as the entry requirements for this were lower. However, now that she is taking subjects that she enjoys along with the alternative offers provided by via Realising Opportunities scheme, she feels that gaining admittance to a Midwifery degree  at undergraduate level is possible. 

















October 2014 (Interview)
Erin’s plans have changed considerably following her AS-level examination results as they were not as high as anticipated. Erin still hopes to progress to HE. Yet, instead of studying Adult Nursing then moving onto Midwifery as a postgraduate, she is taking up two more AS-levels and remaining in FE for an additional year to progress directly into Midwifery; this requires higher A-level grades. Erin expressed that she was very happy with this arrangement as she felt this was an improved plan. She spoke of how she had visited more institutions since we last spoke for both open days and as part of the Realising Opportunities scheme. She is considering two Russell Group institutions in the North of England, but also two that are much further afield in London and Wales.


	










Diary entries: November 2014 - January 2015
In December, Erin compiles a list of HEIs that she is considering. This includes those considered over the summer months with the addition of another post-1992 located in the North of England and a Russell Group in London. 
Following her New Year celebrations in a city where one of her HE choices was located, Erin writes of how she feels that this location is ‘beautiful’ and that she could ‘happily live there for three years’. 





January 2015 (Interview)
Erin is still working on her combination of AS and A2-levels to bolster her chances of securing a place on a Midwifery degree in 2016. She has attended open days for three of her four considerations and is attending another later in the year. She comments that she has visited one institution three times via open days and the Realising Opportunities scheme and is therefore very familiar with this specific HEI. She has abandoned her choice of London as a result of financial pressures; she is unable to afford the accommodation as she is not entitled to a full maintenance loan due to her parents’ earnings. 
Erin is enjoying her new subjects and expresses she is more confident with her attainment due to the inclusion of coursework; she suggests how exams are unfair as they only provide one chance. She explains that she would like to travel after university and work abroad before securing a job in England. Eventually she hopes to live in Ohio, America. 
She describes how she hopes to rise ‘up the ranks’ of Midwifery to become a Midwife Consultant. Erin states that entering a desirable career is important as she believes that by working in a job that you are unhappy in can negatively impact other areas of your life, such as the home and family. 













Diary entries: February - March 2015
During February, Erin visits one of her preferred HEIs with the Realising Opportunities scheme- a Russell Group institution in the North of England. During this visit, she discovers that she no longer wished to attend this institution. This was the same institution located in the ‘beautiful’ city she had stayed in during her New Year’s celebrations, but  explains how the campus ‘didn’t look like I expected it to look’ and concluded that she was ‘really disappointed’. 
Later, in March, Erin wrote of how she had spent more time researching the remaining Russell Group institution that she had previously considered. She felt the course content and structure was good and she also liked the city.  Erin also discovered around this time that she has dyslexia. This means that she will now receive additional time to complete her examinations and will have the use of a computer during these.  She sat one examination under these arrangements and felt that it was much easier; ‘I loved the computer, it was so much easier and being alone is so much more relaxed! ‘











May 2015 (Interview)
Erin still plans to study a degree in Midwifery commencing her FE. Since our last interview, she has visited what was her first choice with her Realising Opportunities scheme. Yet, she was disappointed as she was unhappy with the presentation of the university buildings. As a result, she has since changed her first choice to another Russel Group institution which she felt was more visually pleasing. 






November 2015 (Follow-up)
Erin is still engaged in her FE studies. Her HE plans have undergone substantial changes since her last interview. She explains that she now wishes to revert to her original plan of pursuing a degree in Adult Nursing (instead of Midwifery) as she feels that this will lead to a greater level of flexibility in her future career. In addition to this, her first choice institution has changed from the Northern Russell Group to a Northern new university. She articulates that the reason for this change was attracted to the aesthetic features of the Northern New University’s campus.



















 


[bookmark: _Toc477643244]Evelynn
Studying: A-levels                           Age: 17                          Ethnicity: White       
Highest qualification: 4 AS levels (questionnaire completed at start of A2)
Family history of HE: None, first generation           Living situation: With parents       
Own employment: In part-time work 
Main income earner details: 
· Someone else is the main income earner
· Paid full-time work (over 30 hours)
· Modern professional occupation









June 2014 (Focus group)
Evelynn is hoping to progress to HE to study Geography. Her thoughts had changed many times prior to participating in the research having previously considered Nursing and English Literature. She explains that she changed her mind about studying an English Literature degree due to the absence of clear employment opportunities related to this upon graduation; she feels that there are clearer career paths in Geography. Evelynn mentioned wanting to attend a Russell Group institution as she was taking part in the Realising Opportunities scheme which provides her with alternative offers at these institutions. 
Evelynn intends to attend a UCAS convention and open days throughout the summer to learn more about HE opportunities. 












 


Diary entries: June - July 2014
Throughout the month of June, Evelynn wrote a total of five entries which documented open day experiences. All of these took place in Russell Group institutions in the North of England. During her first open day, Evelynn commented that she attended subject talks for both English Literature and Geography which confirmed her decision to study the latter as it ‘made me realise that I do not want to study English Lit at uni and Geography is definitely for me!’ 
Evelynn dedicates an entire entry to documenting her open day experience at another Russell Group institution in the North of England. She compares the standard of accommodation to that of the previous institution she had visited, describing this as ‘a trillion times nicer’. In addition, she enthusiastically comments on the course content and is drawn to the ‘wide range of modules’ that are on offer. She describes herself as being ‘in love’ with the institution and comments positively on its status: ‘It’s so high ranking which is great’.
Following this, Evelynn attends an open day at another Northern Russel Group institution and feels ‘in two minds about this one’. She writes positively of the campus and the course outline (with this being similar to the previous institution she had visited). However, the cost of accommodation along with the ‘unappealing’ city deterred her: ‘the accommodation was v. expensive and not half as nice as (other institution). Also the city itself didn’t look that appealing’.
At the end of June, Evelynn has a meeting with her Realising Opportunities mentor who is assisting her with an assignment that she is writing as part of the scheme. She expresses that she hopes her work on the scheme will ‘pay off’ and that she will receive alternative offers.
During July, Evelynn writes of a visit to a Russell Group institution located in the North of England which she returned from feeling ‘deeply disappointed’. She explains how she has always liked the location as it is ‘a nice distance from home’ and commented positively on the campus. However, she disliked the course content and structure, describing it as lacking the strength of others she had seen beforehand. 
Shortly after this visit, Evelynn describes attending an open day at an elite institution in the South of England. She writes that she is ‘unsure’ about this institution and that she feels out of her depth: ‘I feel I’m batting against my weight a bit!’ She goes on to elaborate that ‘they put a lot of pressure on you to perform well’ and described the institution as feeling like ‘a boarding school in some ways’. Whilst Evelynn writes how she felt the course and lecturers were ‘amazing’, she concludes that ‘I personally don’t think that the uni is for me as I don’t think it’s the uni experience that I want’. 
The following week, Evelynn report that she has begun thinking about her personal statement. She explains how she is concerned that she ‘won’t be able to write anything’ as she has ‘no idea’ what to include. She has recently visited the college to gain assistance with this, but states that ‘College wasn’t very helpful’. 





























Diary entries: August - September 2014
During August, Evelynn writes one entry to report on her AS-level results. She achieved an A in Geography to which she commented that she was ‘really glad that I got my highest grade in my strongest subject and the one I’m doing at uni’. However, she was disappointed in the C grade she received for her English Literature AS-level. She explains how she was predicted an A but ‘messed up in the exam’; Evelynn concludes though that she is ‘relieved’ about her results and ‘on track to getting in to the unis I want to go to’.
In September, Evelynn states that she is ‘worried’ about university. She notes that she is unsure if she would like to attend in 2015 as it is quickly approaching, and she expresses concerns about it being ‘expensive’. She explains that she had previously been ‘set’ on taking a gap year to travel. However, she speculates that she may not wish to return if she were to take time out of education. She notes that if she did not attend university in the next academic year, that she does not know what else she would do.
Evelynn also describes her experience at a recent open day at another Russell Group institution in the Midlands of England. She explains that whilst the university was ‘ok’ and the course was ‘amazing’, she is deterred by the thought of living where the institution is located. She does not elaborate on this aside from stating that she is unsure if she would want to live there. Evelynn plans to apply to this institution but asserts that it is ‘not her first choice’.
















September 2014 (Focus group)
Evelynn is still intent on pursuing a degree in Geography. She has attended a variety of open days which has led to her first choice of institution. Her first choice was based primarily on the module content of the degree as this is ‘broad’. This is advantageous for Evelynn, as she is unsure what area she would like to specialise in at the moment. She has begun the UCAS application process and has a draft of her personal statement which she plans to submit for an internal deadline at her college in November. Interestingly whilst discussing the distance of institutions, she explained how she had ‘never really considered this’ and that this was unimportant to her, despite actively considering travel costs to return home in her previous interview. Evelynn, at this point, is very set on not only the degree she intends to pursue, but the institution; she reflects on the different universities that she had visited, and why she had rejected others. These rejections were mainly a result of disliking the course structure, and it being ‘too focused’ on one area of Geography. 













Diary entries: October 2014 - January 2015
In October, Evelynn provides a very brief reflection on an open day at a Russell Group institution located in the North West of England. She notes that has always liked the city where the institution is located, that she felt the department was ‘amazing’ and that she could ‘see (herself) doing a degree here’. 
The following week, Evelynn writes that she had submitted her UCAS application and that this was ‘a huge weight off’. She had, at the ‘last minute’, decided to study a BA degree instead of a BSc. Her reasoning for this is that the modules are similar across the two, and that she has found herself ‘enjoying the human aspects of the subject more than the physical aspects’. She provides a list of her final choices, which consist of the Northern Russell Group institution that she ‘loved’, another Northern Russell Group, a Russell Group located in the Midlands, a Russell Group in the North West which she had recently visited, and a post-1992 university in the North just 20 minutes from home. Evelynn explains that since submitting her UCAS application, she has begun thinking about traveling as something which she wishes to pursue after completing her degree. She writes that visiting the West Coast of the US has been a ‘lifelong dream’ of hers, and plans to travel here before ‘settling down in to a full time job and in effect joining the “adult world”’. 
In early December, Evelynn attends an interview for one of her university choices. She describes this as going ‘really well’ as the questions were easy in that they focused mainly on her UCAS personal statement. During the following week, Evelynn received offers for all five of her choices including an unconditional for the post-1992 institution (but on the condition that she chose them as her firm choice). She writes that she has now decided on her first (firm) and insurance choices; her first choice is the Northern Russell Group which she described as ‘loving’ upon visiting in the summer, and her insurance is a Russell Group in the North West of England. She comments that she will be attending post-offer open days for these two institutions in order to ‘be certain’.
In January, Evelynn writes a brief entry about her upcoming mock examinations. She explains that she is ‘finding it really difficult to find the motivation to revise’ as there is ‘so much to do’.  



















February 2015 (Focus group)
Evelynn has been awarded offers for each of her five UCAS choices. Her first choice remains the same as it did last year, but she expresses that the distance from home is now starting to worry her. This was rooted in thoughts of not being ‘old enough’ to leave home yet. She expresses concerns over money as her maintenance loan does not cover her accommodation costs. She later elaborates that this may be ‘her fault’ for preferring accommodation that offers her own bathroom facilities instead of these being shared. Evelynn cited that she would like a degree in order to continue learning as she ‘enjoys studying’ and that she feels that this will provide her with more opportunities. She goes on to briefly consider studying a Master’s degree and a PhD due to her passion for learning.  Evelynn though articulates concerns over the time it would take to achieve such qualifications, as she hopes to one day have a family of her own. She contrasts this with her parents’ trajectory of having children at a younger age. 
Evelynn hopes to travel once completing her degree, potentially moving in between jobs before settling down permanently (before she is 30) in order to have a family but does not know what career she would like. 








Diary entries: February – May 2015
One week after the focus group, Evelynn attends a post-offer invitation day at her first choice institution. She enthusiastically cites that she ‘loved it so much!’ and writes favourably of the location, describing it as a ‘vibrant city’ located close to the beach and ‘surrounded by National Parks’. She states that the Geography department is ‘impressive’ and that the staff members were very welcoming. Finally, she believes that she will be able to access ‘many amazing opportunities’ due to the ‘emphasis on expeditions and field work’ at this institution.
The following day, Evelynn considers potential future careers. She expresses frustration at others assuming that she would like to be a teacher due to her choice of subject which she clarifies ‘is one hundred percent not what I want to do’. Evelynn explains how she has been continuously researching potential careers related to Geography, and although the ‘list is infinite’, she states that she would like to enter a career in research. She notes that she would like to remain in education after her degree so that research opportunities are ‘opened up’ to her.
Evelynn writes in her final entry in May that she is ‘very stressed’ as a result of revision for her upcoming examinations. 
















May 2015 (Focus group)
Evelynn still has the same post-FE plans: To obtain a degree in Geography. She speaks of how her plans have been very consistent and emphasises this by explaining that the only change she can recall over the past year is that she had decided to do a BA instead of a BSc in Geography. 
She articulates that she is worried that she will not get in to university, but then stated that she is ‘not too worried’ as she is working very hard to achieve the required grades. Evelynn has still not decided upon a definite career for when she leaves university but speculates that she will do this during her studies. At present, she believes that this will be something related to research and reflects again on potentially studying a Master’s degree and a PhD in the future.













January 2016 (Follow-up)
Evelynn achieved highly in her A-levels (AAB) and is now currently studying a degree in Geography at the Northern Russell group institution which was her first choice. She explains that whilst she is still considering pursuing a Master’s degree upon graduating, that she is undecided as she feels that she may be ‘ready to go in to work’. 

























[bookmark: _Toc477643245] John
Studying: Health and Social Care BTEC L3            Age: 19 years              Ethnicity: White          
Highest qualification: 5 GCSEs grade A-C        Family history of HE: First generation       
Living situation: With parent        Own employment: Unemployed but seeking work 
Income earner details:
· Someone else is the main income earner
· In paid work full-time (over 30 hours per week)
· Modern professional occupation 









Diary entries: March - April 2014
In March, John had begun his work placement as part of his course in a residential care setting. He explains how he is struggling with motivation to complete his college work and feels that this is impacting upon his attainment. Later in April, John provides an update to explain that he is enjoying his work placement.
 






June 2014 (Interview)
John is considering either progressing to HE to study Mental Health Nursing, or getting a job in Residential Care. The thought of ‘more education’ leads to him to feel discouraged about HE, but the lack of progression in Residential Care without a degree qualification pushes him to seriously consider this. John is unclear on his future intentions at this point, switching his intentions between progressing to HE and entering full-time employment work numerous times throughout the interview. Although John has not fully decided as to whether he wishes to enter HE, he spoke of attending an institution far away, feeling frustrated with the familiarity of his home town. He specifically cites one institution (a post-1992 in the North of England) that he would potentially consider attending and also expresses he would contemplate his own city’s university as a last resort. 













Diary entries: September - October 2014
John has discovered a University in Australia and plans to apply for this alongside institutions within the UK to study a degree in Adult or Mental Health Nursing. He notes that he would likely live with family members who reside in Australia if he should be awarded a place here. In terms of HEIs located within the UK, John explains that he is considering applying for UK institutions in the South of England as this is where his partner resides.





October 2014 (Interview)
John has made the decision to definitely progress to HE and is currently completing his UCAS personal statement. He had visited an institution over the summer with a friend to ‘look around’ but had not attended an official open day. He has made his five choices despite not visiting all of these institutions. John has decided upon his first choice HEI: A post-1992 in the South of England. He had not visited this at the time of interview though. John’s ultimate first choice is a university in Australia. He had been introduced to the idea via a family member (who resides in Australia) posting an advertisement for this HEI on Facebook. John spoke of how his immediate family and college tutors have encouraged him to apply, regarding this as a ‘once in a life time opportunity’. John expresses that he would ‘do anything’ to gain admittance, even if this meant working for a year to gain additional experience in his field. He is currently preparing to complete a residential work placement abroad in Denmark to hopefully strengthen his personal statement. He also mentioned considering studying in America, but was deterred from this as he does not know anyone who lives there. John has also reconsidered his future career intentions and now wishes to practice Nursing in a hospital setting (preferably abroad) instead of becoming a Mental Health Nurse. He explains that he was inspired by a work placement that he had recently completed in A & E; he felt that he thrived in a fast paced working environment. 












Diary entries: October 2014 - January 2015
John wrote of how he had begun to enquire about the entry requirements for the Australian HEI and lists his potential UK choices. These consist of three post-1992 institutions in the North, a new university in the North West, a post-1992 in the Midlands and two post-1992 institutions in the South of England. He notes that he needs to decide very soon so that he can complete his UCAS application. 
In a later entry, John explains that he had managed to obtain information on the entry requirements and financial costs of attending the Australian HEI; whilst he felt he could achieve the entry requirements, he could not afford the tuition fees. Shortly after this, he enclosed an entry stating that this option is not ‘financially viable’ and that he needed to finalise his decisions for HEIs in the UK. 
In December, John documents his final HE choices consisting of post-1992 institutions and one new university. He comments that he has recently completed his UCAS application and feels confident with this. 
During the following month, John remarks that he has received an interview invitation from one of his choices.
 










January 2015 (Interview)
John has recently returned from his work placement in Denmark where he obtained additional experience in Residential Care. Yet, he still ultimately hopes to pursue a Nursing in a hospital setting. 
His plans of attending the Australian HEI have been abandoned due to the financial cost. He explained how even though he is unable to afford this, he will obtain a Nursing degree in the UK and then work abroad. He hopes to gain admittance to a post-1992 institution in the South of England where his partner resides. John had attended an open day at a post-1992 institution in the North with his college since we last spoke and has applied for this institution. At present, he is awaiting interviews for his course choices. 
John explains that money is a large motivating force informing his intentions to obtain a degree, explaining how it would enable him to ‘live somewhere decent’ instead of a ‘crappy estate’. He feels unprepared or university in that he has no offers to date and therefore does not know where he is going. He does however feel ready to pursue independent life and feels equipped to do this. John’s trajectory at this point consists of working in the UK as a Nurse after before moving abroad and continuing with this there. 







	





Diary entries: February - April 2015
Throughout February and March, John notes that he failed a Mathematics assessment at one HEI, meaning that he was not invited for an interview. One institution rejected him for his chosen course and instead offered him a place on a Health and Social Care degree which he declined. Another rejected him at the application stage due to his predicted grades not being high enough. During one interview he passed the Mathematics assessment but was advised via feedback that he was not ‘confident enough’. Towards the end of March, John comments that his final choice of HEI is ‘taking their time to reply’. 
In April, John writes that he has begun searching for work as with the end of his studies fast approaching, he feels ‘uncomfortable’ in waiting for his final choice to reply. Just over two weeks later, John explains that he has withdrew his entire UCAS application in order to focus on finding employment before reapplying at a later date. His final entry at the end of the month states that he had recently completed two interviews for Support Worker roles involving assisting young adults with autism. He feels that such roles would be a ‘fantastic experience’ and he expresses excitement for the future, reconfirming that ‘I definitely know I want to work in health +  social care and then reapply for uni at a later date’.
















May 2015 (Interview)
John was unsuccessful in the selection processes at the majority of his chosen HEIs. He recently withdrew his only outstanding choice as he had received no response and felt overwhelmed. John explained that it was necessary for him to know whether he would be awarded a place before college ended as he lives with his father whose income is partially dependent upon benefits. Once John leaves full-time education, his father will no longer receive state support. This motivated John to withdraw his offer, as he feels it is necessary to now locate employment to assist with living expenses in the home. 
John has now reassessed his trajectory; whilst he still plans to attend HE, he firstly intends to work for around five years in Health and Social Care. He has applied for a number of jobs working for the NHS and does hope to eventually work in a hospital setting. He believed that by waiting until he is in his mid-twenties to reapply for university, this will mean that his experience will overshadow his BTEC grades. Yet, John also hopes to have left home, and to have married his partner before reapplying. He expressed that the university application process had left him feeling very anxious and after recently seeing a counsellor at college, that this had helped him decide on his present plan. 




	







October 2015 (Follow-up)
John is currently working as a Support Worker. Immediately following his FE, he had worked in a hospital setting supporting challenging patients which had deterred him from Nursing. Instead, he now wishes to study for a degree in Social Work in the future to help children. He became inspired to pursue this route after having an interview for a role to support young people with mental health issues. 

















[bookmark: _Toc477643246]Juliette
Studying:  2 A-levels  and 1 AS-level                        Age: 17 Years                      Ethnicity:  White     
Highest qualification: 5 GCSEs grade A-C     Family history of HE: Second generation     Living situation: With parent 
Own employment: In part-time work 
Main income earner details:
· Someone else is the main income earner
· Paid full-time work (over 30 hours) 
· Modern professional occupation 







Diary entries: June 2014
In her first entry, Juliette states that she would like to study a degree in Sociology. Following this, she hopes to progress to a PGCE in post-16 education to teach Sociology at A-level. She reflects that prior to college, she hoped to become a Performing Arts teacher in secondary education, but felt after starting college, that she would prefer teaching older students; Juliette feels that A-level students, as they have chosen their own subjects, ‘want to be (in education)’. She explains that she likes studying Sociology as she has ‘a large interest in the subject’ and feels that she is ‘good at it’. 
Shortly after her first entry, Juliette attended a UCAS convention and writes that she had discovered 15 possible HEIs to consider applying to. She elaborates though that six of these require grades instead of UCAS points to gain entry. This deters Juliette as she comments that she is studying just two A-Levels and one AS-level. She writes how she is going to ‘work out distance, accommodations costs etc.’ for each institution. 
Later in the month, Juliette writes how she has reduced her potential HEIs to just five institutions after comparing ‘course content, miles from home, accommodation cost and pass rate’. Juliette includes a mind map of her five HE choices with accompanying reasons for these choices. These include three post-1992 institutions in the North of England (all within a one hour commute from her home), a post-1992 institution in the North West of England and finally, a Russell group institution in the North. She regards one of the post-1992 institutions as her first choice. 























Diary entries: July 2014 
Juliette states that she has recently discussed her choices with family members and notes that she has found ‘none of my choices are gonna please anyone’. She explains how her mother wishes that Juliette would choose an institution even closer to home than her first choice (a post-1992 around one hour away) so that she can ‘still help out around the house’. Juliette elaborates that ‘coming from a single parent family with three siblings has proven a tad bit difficult’; her mother is dependent upon her to assist in household tasks and child raising. She also writes how her Nan feels she should make a ‘back-up’ plan in case Juliette ‘gets bored’ of her subject. Juliette then documents her father’s feelings regarding her choices and describes how he ‘doesn’t think I’ll stick to teaching’. Yet, Juliette writes how she has little involvement with her father, and concludes that ‘his opinion certainly doesn’t matter’.  She explains though that her family’s response to her HE plans has made her ‘more determined’ to proceed with her plan.
Two days later, Juliette includes an entry where she documents ‘types of friends’ and how these help (or do not help) with her HE decision-making. The first friendship ‘type’ she describes is titled as ‘Don’t have a damn clue’ which are those who ‘don’t know/ care what they’re gonna do after college/as a career’. She notes how these friends ‘do not help’ as they simply agree with Juliette on ‘everything’. She then writes of ‘the “kinda gonna” type of people’ who procrastinate about identifying potential HEIs and degree courses. Juliette questions though that ‘how can I take advice off people who don’t have a clue’. The final friendship ‘type’ she describes are those who are ‘over planned – like me!’ which Juliette finds the most helpful as ‘[t]hey- like me – have a list of possibilities and a clear view on what they want’. She explains that through conversations with her ‘over planned’ friends, she is certain that moving away to attend university ‘MUST be done’. Juliette concludes this entry by pondering whether she remains at home during her studies to ‘keep the peace’ with her family, or ‘for once, think what’s best for me’ and move out of her family home. Immediately following this, Juliette encloses two pages of motivational quotes and song lyrics titled the ‘Motivation Page’ [1].
Later in the month, Juliette turns her attention to writing her personal statement for her UCAS application and expresses her frustration at the almost dishonest nature of this; ‘It’s so difficult to just talk about yourself for 4000 characters including spaces/ 47 lines! I’m not that interesting! Seriously if I tell them my hobbies and interests – they’ll not let me in. IT’S ALL LIES!!’. 
Towards the end of the month, Juliette returns to the issue of being unable to ‘please everyone’ in her family with her HE choices. She creates small mind maps depicting what she wants, which is to live and study at her first choice institution, and what her mother wants which is for her to study at an institution close by and commute from home. Juliette explains that remaining at home will result in her continuing to carry out many domestic roles which she no longer wishes to do: ‘I don’t wanna cook, clean + wash/iron for five people anymore- I kinda need a life…’ She then lists ‘pros and cons’ related to remaining at home during her HE studies and moving away. The ‘pros’ of remaining at home consisted of financial benefits such as ‘free food’ and having her family with her, whilst the ‘pros’ of moving away concerned a reduction in household chores, having her own space and experiencing a new city.
At the end of July, Juliette states how she is excited but also ‘scared’ about the prospect of progressing to HE; she worries that she will find it ‘hard’ or ‘too busy’ but feels that she needs to do this in order to ‘grow up and learn more’. 




























Diary entries: August-September 2014
In early August, Juliette reiterates that she is certain about teaching post-16 students as opposed to school pupils, expressing that children under the age of 11 are ‘whiny and irritating’ and those under the age of 16 are ‘stroppy with bad attitudes’. She also states that she is nervous for her upcoming AS-level results, commenting that ‘I think I’m gonna puke’. 
Shortly after this, Juliette documents her AS-level results which included a B in Sociology, a D in Art and a Distinction* in Performing Arts. She writes ‘if I get the same grades next year, I’ll (definitely) get into uni!’, but then proceeds to comment that she was ‘disappointed’ with her grades: ‘As disappointed as I were with my grades, they’re still okay – many people got worse, many people got better but I’ll still go to uni’. 
At the start of September, Juliette includes an entry to mark her first day back at college after the summer vacation. She reconfirms that her plans for her HE and future career remain the same, and updates that her personal statement is ‘very very nearly done’. A few days later, Juliette writes that her ‘UCAS is done’ and expresses disbelief that attending to university is a ‘possibility’: ‘It’s all done – uni is actually a possibility. That’s crazy’. Juliette also notes that she has recently begun working as a waitress.  










September 2014 (Focus group)
Juliette had her first interview alongside her peers who were now undertaking the second phase due to joining the project later. She explained how she would like to study Sociology at HE level. Although she began the research at a later stage, she advised that this has been her intention since her peers began the project. She had decided on her first choice institution: A post-1992 institution in the North of England. Her remaining choices were also post-1992 institutions, one also located in the North and another in the Midlands of England. 
She had chosen institutions within a commutable distance from her home due to family reasons; her grandfather was in ill health and she had a role in assisting with his care. Also, she explained that she had a ‘tight knit’ family unit and wanted to be able to return home should they need her. She hoped to move away but explained that if she attended one of the post-1992 institutions in a nearby city, she would live at home instead. 
Juliette had not attended any open days at this point, but hopes to in the coming months. She has decided on her first choice based on information online (the institution’s web page and Unistats), the course content and the location. One of her subsequent choices was also based on location, and knowing that this was a ‘good uni’ as her mother had attended as a mature student. She had a passion for Sociology, and hoped to one day become a Sociology teacher in post-16 education. She has written her UCAS personal statement ready for submission in November to meet her FEC’s internal deadline. 

















October 2014-January 2015
In October, Juliette writes that she had submitted her UCAS application and is now waiting for offers. Her entries throughout the remainder of October and November document her HE offers on the date they were received along with the entry requirements needed. These were the same HEIs that she had chosen over the summer months each requiring between 280 and 300 UCAS points. The exception however was the one Russell Group institution which Juliette noted required grades of ABB followed by ‘Not gonna happen!’ implying that she feels these requirements are out of reach. 
In late November, Juliette attends an open day at her first choice institution and writes ‘the city’s lovely and the course is perfect’. She enthusiastically notes: ‘I WANT TO BE HERE’. Despite this positivity, she described her following entry in late December as ‘a sad entry’. Here, she writes how she ‘hates’ her second year studies and is finding this hard as she is unable to ‘retain information’. She deliberates whether she should leave college: ‘I generally do not see the point in being at college. I can’t do it’. Juliette explains that she is conflicted as she still hopes to progress to HE and become a teacher, but fears that she is ‘not going to pass’. She considers leaving college and taking up her job as a waitress full-time after her manager offered ‘an opportunity for promotion fairly soon’. 
In early January, Juliette concludes after speaking with her friends that this ‘made me realise I need to teach. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. I’ll have to ask for help when I’m struggling and suck it up!’ Juliette writes that she has received unconditional offers from two of her choices, but these do not include her first choice institution. She decides to wait for her offer from her preferred HEI although she explains that it is ‘tempting’ to accept one of these existing offers to confirm to herself that she is definitely going to university. 














February 2015 (Focus group)
Juliette has now received an unconditional offer from her first choice institution which she feels has ‘taken the pressure off’. She spoke of how she is nervous about doing well in her Sociology examinations. She explains that over the Christmas period, she considered not returning to college in the New Year out of fear of failing. However, she had changed her mind when she realised that there was no other way to realise her career goals. Additionally, she recognised that she was in fact not failing which subdued her fears somewhat.
 Juliette states how she would like to be totally devoted to her teaching career in the future. She does not want to have a family and views her future as completely work orientated. She explains how she would like to be comfortable financially, did not have any aspirations to travel and desired permanency. 











Diary entries: February-March 2015
In February, Juliette includes an entry to explain how she had previously signed up to be a peer mentor for first year Sociology students and now had mentees. Throughout March, Juliette provides a succession of short entries revealing each occasion that she had acquired a new student to mentor eventually totalling seven AS-level students.





May 2015 (Focus group)
Juliette still intends to study a degree in Sociology before progressing to teaching. She explains how she became interested in teaching as she has taught Dance in the past and enjoys seeing students develop. She also suggests that her teachers at college have been an inspiration as she aspires to ‘be like them’. Juliette is set to attend her first choice institution following the receipt of an unconditional offer. 






October 2015 (Follow-up)
Juliette is currently studying Sociology at her first choice HEI- a Northern post-1992. She has left the family home and is residing in student accommodation. She states that her plans for the future remain exactly the same as they had throughout the research; she intends to complete her PGCE before becoming an A-level Sociology teacher.  
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[bookmark: _Toc477643247]Max
Studying: Performing Arts BTEC L3                        Age: 17                             Ethnicity: White                 
Highest qualification: 5 GCSEs A-C    Family history of HE: First generation    Living situation: With parents                          
Own employment: In paid part-time work (under 30 hours per week)   
Main income earner details:
· Someone else is the main income earner
· Long term sick or disabled 
· Semi-routine manual and service occupation 









Diary entry: No date (approx. October)
In his first entry, Max reflects upon returning to college for his second year. He explains that upon returning, he felt optimistic as he was committed to pursue a career in teaching in the future. Max notes that after being back at college for a few weeks that he feels ‘nervous about actually taking the next step and applying to university/drama school’.








October 2014 (Focus group)
Max intends to study a degree in Acting following his FE studies. He had recently attended a UCAS fare in which he had discovered an institution (an FEC in the North West of England) that he would like to attend. He had spoken with a friend who was a current student at this particular HEI to ensure that the information provided by the institution was truthful. He explains that the course modules included everything he would like to study, but he has not yet visited the institution. 
Max describes how acting has been his ‘life’ from a young age when he began to participate in school productions. He perceives progression to HE as his chance to move away from his home town which he explains that he has disliked since he was a teenager. Max also expresses anxieties about living costs while studying for his degree and plans to save funds in advance. 
Max aspires to work in the Performing Arts industry, but has a ‘plan B’ of becoming a teacher. He explains that he initially wanted to be a teacher because he perceived this as a ‘safer option’. Yet, he then decided to take a risk and pursue Acting, using a teaching career as a safety net should this not work out. 









	



Diary entry: No date (approx. November/December 2014)
Max vents his frustrations with his UCAS application. He describes it as ‘stressful’, ‘confusing’ and as ‘expecting too much info.’ He also writes many rhetorical questions here, such as ‘Am I saying the right things in my personal statement? Am I making the right decisions about where I’m applying to?’ He goes on to list his final HEI and course choices. These consist of three institutions in the North West of England (a post-1992, a new university and an FEC) along with a post-1992 in the North of England. He has applied for three courses in Acting and two in Drama (applying to both programmes at the post-1992).
 
Max remarks directly after his list that he ‘immediately regretted applying for the Drama courses’. He elaborates that this is because when he initially applied to these, he wanted to become a teacher and these courses were more suited to this career plan. This constrained his potential choices to the Northern post-1992 and the North West FEC. However, Max was unable to afford the cost of his audition at the post-1992 institution, which left him with just one option: To study his degree at the North West FEC. He explains though that he ‘love(s) the place and the course’ so was ultimately happy with this outcome. 

In a later entry, Max reflects upon his first semester of his second year at college. He explains that he has found it ‘hard’ as he has ‘felt really unbalanced’. He writes that he had a plethora of responsibilities during this time, such as a college performance, preparing for his HE auditions, keeping up to date with his college work as well as working in his part-time job. 














January 2015 (Interview)
Max has attended some of his auditions and has been successful in receiving offers from two institutions. These do not include his first choice (an FEC in the North West), but he is attending an audition at this institution in two weeks. He has not been to visit the institution in advance of this, and spoke of how he has not attended any open days as he has not had the financial resources to do so. Instead, he uses the audition process as a chance to visit the campus. 
Max asserted that he was determined to establish a career in acting despite its insecure nature; he explained how in this industry, short contracts and taking on unrelated work support oneself is the norm. He reflected that in our last interview, he was considering teaching for the ‘safer’ option, but that he feels that he has worked too hard to not enter the industry. He elaborates that teaching is not out of the question for the long term; this is still an option for after he has worked in industry and wishes to ‘settle’. Yet, teaching is no longer a ‘plan B’ should he not be successful in progressing to HE this year. His new ‘fall back’ plan is to take on another FE course in Performing Arts to enhance his skills and consequently broaden his horizons in the acting industry 















No date (approx. January-March 2015)
Max reflects upon his auditions and the outcomes of these. He describes that he was very nervous for each of his auditions, but ‘was as prepared as I could be’. He notes that he did not attend all of his auditions as he realised after applying that he ‘didn’t really care about the places’ and comments ‘Maybe (I) should be more thorough with my decisions next time’.  He received unconditional offers from two post-1992 institutions but declined these and accepted a conditional offer from the North West FEC. 
In a later entry, Max expresses frustrations with Student Finance England, describing this as ‘the bane of my life’.  He clarifies that this is due to ‘many unnecessary forms’ which he has had to resend four times. This resulted in him being deterred from progressing to HE for a brief period due to him finding this stressful: ‘It honestly made me not want to go … just because I couldn’t be bothered with the stress and hassle’.  








April 2015 (Interview)
Max has received an offer from his first choice institution (the North West FEC) to study Acting and has recently applied for his Student Finance. He expresses excitement over meeting new people and learning how to be independent.
 He explains that his reason for hoping to obtain a degree is because he is more likely to be offered work in the industry. He clarifies though how he also wants to experience HE in general. 
Max reflects upon the involvement of his parents in his education and speaks of how they have always been very supportive of his plans to enter the industry, even paying for acting classes when he was younger. Max hopes to move to London when he has completed his degree and seek work in theatre. In the ‘very far future’, he hopes to enter directing work which he explains offers more stability. This, in turn, will provide him with the opportunity to settle down and have a family.











January 2016 (Follow-up)
Max is currently studying a degree in Acting at the North West FEC. His future plans have changed slightly in that, he no longer wishes to move to London to pursue work in theatre. Instead, he hopes to move to a Northern city to find work in television and film.










[bookmark: _Toc477643248]May
Studying: Performing Arts BTEC L 3        Age: 17                Ethnicity: White                 
Highest qualification: 5 GCSEs A-C    Family history of HE: None    Living situation: With parent        
Own employment: Unemployed but seeking work  
Income earner details:
· Someone else is the main income earner
· In paid full-time work (over 30 hours per week) 
· Routine manual and service occupations 








Diary entry: No date (approx. September 2014)
In May’s first entry, she comments that her ‘biggest hurdle’ in considering her future plans is deciding whether to attend university or drama school. She explains that whilst she feels that she will get ‘better training’ at drama school, she remarks that ‘I also feel I am not a good enough person to go there’. May elaborates that she believes drama schools are places for ‘people with money’ which she notes ‘just isn’t me’. She concludes her entry by explaining that she would like to spend her HE ‘with people who make me feel good and help me develop’, implying that she feels drama school will not offer her this.








October 2014 (Focus group)
May hopes to go to university or drama school to study for a degree in Acting. She has visited a post-1992 and a new university in the North of England. Whilst she likes both of these institutions, she stated a preference for the post-1992. 
May distinguishes the differences between university and drama school and is finding it difficult to choose between these; she feels that she would like the ‘university life’ but the practical training that drama school provides. She voiced how she felt that she would not fit in at drama school as she has little money, explaining that she would  be viewed as ‘the scholarship kid’. 
She hopes to work in the Performing Arts industry, but is uncertain as to what role she would like to pursue. May feels that studying for a degree will provide her with inspiration in order to ‘find her feet’ and decide upon her postgraduate plans. She describes how she has always known that she would progress to HE from an early age (10 years old) as she had always achieved highly in school. 
May had initially wanted to be an archaeologist and had planned to stay on at the sixth form at her school to study A-levels in Chemistry, Maths and Drama. However, she explains that she ‘followed her heart’ in opting to enrol on a Performing Arts course at college but feels that this was the right decision. Finally May articulates that she is more concerned about finding a job after HE rather than progressing to HE itself; she feels that should she be unable to find work after obtaining a degree, that this would mean that her efforts were a waste of time and money. 















Diary entries: No date (approx. November 2014- January 2015)
May includes a list of universities that deliver ‘drama school type training’. Within this list, she includes one new and one post-1992 HEI located in the North of England, and one pre-1992 and two post-1992 institutions in the South. She writes that whilst she has always wanted to attend university, that she is ‘confused’ now that she is expected to choose a course. She concludes this entry by stating ‘I should’ve done A-levels’ but does not expand upon this. 
In her following entry, May notes that she has submitted her UCAS application. She expresses that she is ‘scared’ as she does not ‘feel ready’ to attend. 
In her last entry prior to her periodic interview, she reports that she had withdrawn four of her five UCAS choices leaving one post-1992 institution in the South of England remaining which she plans to audition at shortly.











January 2015
May has applied to five institutions but has withdrawn her application for four of these. She explained that this was due to a combination of a financial inability to pay the audition fees, and feeling as though she would not pass her audition. 
Her remaining choice was a post-1992 located in the South of England. She has however received criticisms from some class mates regarding this choice who questioned why she did not want to go ‘somewhere like London’. Ultimately, she felt that her choice would be a better ‘fit’ with others ‘like her’. May is also considering either taking another college course in performance or undertaking A-levels with the intention of pursuing an Acting degree later.
May also explained how she wishes to travel as she feels that she will not get the opportunity to do this later. After researching ways of pursuing travel however, she became uncertain after uncovering the financial costs involved. She researched travelling but appears unsure due to the costs. May is also uncertain of pursuing an Acting career in the future. Her uncertainties arise from wanting to have a family which she identifies as her primary concern and feels as though a career in Acting is not stable enough to do this. 


















Diary entries: No date (approx. February-April 2015)
May reflects on her audition to the Southern post-1992 institution. She describes this as a ‘disaster’ as she felt unwell before her audition. This experience helped her to realise though that, although she spent a large sum of money to attend the audition, she no longer wishes to pursue Acting. May expresses that she is relieved at this realisation: ‘You know what, I DON’T MIND!!It’s a relief to have finally admitted it to myself!’.
In her following entry, May notes how she received notification of the outcome of her audition and did not secure a place to which she felt relieved. She has recently applied for a degree in Broadcast Journalism at a pre-1992 institution in the North of England via UCAS Extra. May comments that she has her interview the following week and is ‘no longer scared just excited’ about her future.
In her final diary entry, May reports that she was successful in her interview and awarded a place on the Broadcast Journalism degree. She writes: ‘I am so happy you wouldn’t believe it!!’ She goes on to note that she is very excited to start her studies, and that the city in which the institution is located is ‘beautiful’.












April 2015 (Interview)
May completed her audition for the Southern post-1992 institution recently but ‘messed up’ the audition. She explains how she felt that she sabotaged her audition intentionally as she was uncertain whether she truly wanted to pursue Acting. She speaks of having spent a large amount of money to attend her audition, but felt relieved when she had been rejected. She has since applied via UCAS Extra for a place on a new course and was accepted with an unconditional offer to study a degree in Broadcast Journalism at a Northern pre-1992 university. She is very pleased with this and is excited to embark on her studies. May explains how she believes that this degree will utilise what she has learnt during her Performing Arts BTEC and will provide her with the opportunity to travel and ‘see the world’ via work placements abroad. Her main goal is still to one day have a family as well as a career that she enjoys. 


















[bookmark: _Toc477643249]Noel
Studying: 4 A-Levels (4 AS-Levels at project start)    Age: 17     Ethnicity: White   
Highest qualification: 5 GCSEs A-C       Family history of HE: First generation, sibling attended                             
Living situation: With parents      Own employment:  Paid part-time work (under 30 hours) 
Income earner details:
· Someone else is the main income earner
· In paid part-time work (under 30 hours per week) 
· Semi-routine manual and service occupations








June 2014 (Interview)
Noel intends to study a degree in Physics. He has already researched specific degree courses as he hopes to study a degree incorporating elements of Physics, Maths and Computer Programming as he has had a long standing interest in these areas. Noel has specific HEIs in mind already which all consist of Russell Group institutions. Noel has even looked in to Physics Research jobs online to gain a better understanding of his employment options following his degree. He explains that he is also interested in potentially progressing to a PhD in order to ‘make a contribution’ to research in the field. Noel has been engaged in a subject specific outreach programme at a Russell Group institution located a short distance away from his FEC and has been taking part in activities as part of this. 









October 2014 (Interview)
Noel still hopes to study a degree in Physics upon completion of his FE. Yet, following his AS-level examination results, he has reassessed the route he wishes to pursue into HE. For instance, he has made choices, where possible, to study a foundation year at his preferred institutions which have lower grade requirements. 
He also spoke of continuing to take part in the subject specific outreach programme at one of his chosen institutions. He elaborates that with this programme, the university will provide him with an alternative offer which will be beneficial should he not meet the original entry requirements. Noel had been regularly visiting this institution to take part in outreach activities and is currently completing his personal statement. 

January 2015 (Interview)
Since his previous interview, Noel has now completed and submitted his UCAS application. He explains how all of his choices are fairly close to his hometown apart from one. These consist of three Russell Group institutions in the North of England and one pre-1992 institution in the North West. Some of the courses he has chosen are those with foundation years in the case he does not achieve the required grades. Noel has yet to receive any offers as he is currently preparing to attend interviews. 
Noel reflects on the first year of his A-levels commenting that it ‘wasn’t great’. He did not get the grades he was expecting, but he feels that issues with teaching contributed to this; two of his teachers lost their jobs and his remaining Physics teacher left. He now has new teachers but he feels ‘unsure about them’ and is unsure how he will fare in his final examinations. Currently, he is trying to muster up the motivation to stay focused for his final exams which are only ten weeks away. 
In regards to the future, Noel explains that he would like to be comfortable, having a job, a house and a nice car. He has aspirations to travel and is considering trying to get short term contracts abroad in Physics related research as he knows people that have done this. Following this, he hopes to ‘settle down’. Noel outlined the possibility of ‘making it’ to where he would like to be and then losing it due to bankruptcy or redundancy. He voiced how these are all very real risks when thinking about the future.  













May 2015 (Interview)
Noel is currently completing his final A-level examinations. He hopes to achieve the grades to attend his new first choice institution, a Russell Group in the North of England. Noel has begun taking part in a subject specific outreach programme with this institution over the past few months which means that the entry requirements will be reduced to three B grades. He explains how he does not find his other choices very appealing anymore as he feels that these are too close to home and would like to experience a new place. When attending an interview at one of his other choices, he found that he disliked it, commenting that he did not get the right ‘vibe’ from the institution. Noel felt similarly in regards to his remaining UCAS choice in that he did not get the correct ‘feeling’ from the institution, justifying that he only applied as the grade requirements were low. 
Noel expressed that if he did not achieve the grades for his first choice, he would not progress to HE this year. If this were to happen, he intends to remain in FE for one extra year to improve his grades before applying to his first choice again. Although Noel is still interested in researching Physics in the future, he has recently begun to consider a new career in Financial Services. He explains how the greater financial benefits available in this career path were attractive to him. Noel plans to take some modules in finance whilst undertaking his Physics degree to for this reason. 














[bookmark: _Toc477643250]PaolaStudying: Performing Arts BTEC L 3               Age: 17               Ethnicity:  White     
Highest qualification: 5 GCSEs grade A-C     Family history of HE: First generation        Living situation: With parents     
Own employment: Unemployed 
Income earner details:
· Someone else is the main income earner
· Paid part-time work (under 30 hours) 
· Semi-routine manual and service occupations 









September 2014 (Focus group)
Paola hopes to progress to HE, preferably to an institution that requires her to move far away as she would like to meet new people. She also wants to experience independent living in order so that she is less dependent on her parents. Paola had already decided upon her HEI (a new university in the North of England) as she had recently attended an open day at this institution. She is unsure whether to pursue a degree in Physical or Musical theatre at this point, but hopes to work in the Performing Arts industry as she has wanted to be an Actor since she was a child. Despite not knowing which degree she will pursue at this point, she feels that HE will ‘get her places’. 







Diary entry: No date (only entry)
Paola includes one undated entry in her diary where she describes her childhood experiences that instilled her passion for Acting. In this, she writes of how she previously hoped to be a vet but was deterred by the idea of being required to ‘deal with all animals’ which she supplements with an illustration of a spider. She goes on to explain that she joined acting classes at a theatre group which she greatly enjoyed as she was able to be ‘occupied’ on a Friday evening and ‘be herself’ around new people. 
Paola then notes that she enjoys both Musical and Physical Theatre and hopes to progress to HE to pursue a degree in one of these areas. 













January 2015 (Interview)
Paola still intends to progress to HE but feels torn between options. She has visited two institutions: the new university mentioned in her previous interview and a post-1992 in the South of England. Paola explained that she felt ‘at home’ during her visit at the Southern post-1992. She articulates that the degree course offered by the Northern New University is more focused on practical skills whereas the Southern post-1992 would prepare her for teaching. This led Paola to be undecided as she is currently unsure which one of these routes she would like to pursue. She had applied for two other institutions but felt one was ‘pressuring’ her for an audition fee and the other did not interest her after discovering the institution in the South of England. 
Paola reflects that when she was younger, she was attracted to Musical Theatre but now enjoys analysing plays which she has been doing recently on her BTEC. In addition to HE, Paola has been inspired to start her own theatre company after witnessing her college tutor do this. Hence she comments that she is ‘stuck between three different options’. Paola expresses concerns over alternative options should she not secure a place in HE; this concern arose from her not having the financial means of ‘taking extra classes’ in Performing Arts to strengthen future applications. After speaking to her college tutor though, she feels calm as she plans to improve her physical ability, teach at the college and save money should she not secure a place this year. 




	







May 2015 (Focus group)
Paola has decided to attend the Southern post-1992 institution. She feels excited to move to a different city and meet new people. She strives to achieve the highest grades possible on her BTEC before progressing to HE. Paola highlights that she will be the first one in her family to attend which informs her motivation. She hopes to either teach or own a theatre company in the future and to have a family. 







October 2015 (Follow-up)
Paola has begun her studies in the Southern post-1992 where she is studying for a degree in Performing Arts. She explains how she is much happier than she was when she was residing in her home town as she is learning to become an ‘independent young woman’. 






[bookmark: _Toc477643251]Sofia 
Studying: Performing Arts BTEC L 3          Age: 17       Ethnicity:  White     
Highest qualification: 5 GCSEs grade A-C                 Family history of HE: First generation, sibling attended                  
 Living situation: With parents                                    Own employment: Unemployed but seeking work  
Main income earner details:
· Someone else is the main income earner
· Paid full time work (over 30 hours) 
· Technical and craft occupation 







Diary entry: June 2014
Sofia notes that she is ‘confused’ about her future plans. For this reason, she presents a mind map in which she outlines a number of options. These include learning a language, travelling, taking a gap year, attending university or drama school to study Musical Theatre and continuing with dance and singing training. 






September 2014 (Focus group)
Sofia hopes to pursue Dance, specifically ballet or Contemporary Dance, at HE level. She is considering a number of HEIs: An FE institution that specialises in Performing Arts in London, a post-1992 in the North of England, an Arts Institute in Spain and a Performing Arts institute also in the North.  Sofia  explains that she has actively avoided choosing institutions that are close to family members so that she can establish independence. Furthermore, Sofia likes to travel and does not like to ‘stay in one place’.
Financial considerations featured heavily in her narrative; she expressed concerns about living costs as well as the costs associated with the application process e.g. auditions and costs of travelling to auditions. She spoke of worries over bursaries as she realised that her parents earn too much for her not to be awarded these, but not enough to financially support her whilst studying. 
Sofia also spoke of the heightened level of competition she faced with being a female dancer. She articulates that males are normally judged more favourably by HEIs due to there being a shortage in the dance industry.















Diary entries: October 2014-January 2015 
In October, Sofia lists four of her HE choices which consist of a council funded organisation offering degrees validated by a London HEI, an Arts Institute in Spain, a dance college and also a drama school in London. She now plans to travel after completing her degree as a ‘break’ before finding work. In early November, Sofia adds an additional two institutions to her list: An FEC in the North West of England and a pre-1992 institution in London. 
At the start of December, Sofia writes a list of her audition dates for her choices which take place later in the month and in January 2015. She concludes her entry by stating her worries about the audition process, commenting that she feels ‘insecure’: ‘I am so scared for them as it’s hard when I am a quiet and insecure person’.
In the New Year, Sofia notes that she has received an audition date for her final choice HEI in February. She discloses the outcomes of two auditions at a drama school in London and also a post-1992 institution in London to which she was unsuccessful at the former but was offered a place at the latter. She expresses that she was initially ‘very sad’ about her rejection, but that speaking with friends had ‘made (her) realise that it isn’t the end of the world’. Sofia also reveals here that she had suffered with clinical depression but that she is now ‘officially not clinically depressed’. She explains though that she still has ‘low moods and all of my anxieties (severe)’. Finally, she includes a page detailing ‘Positive things/people that have an impact on me’ where she details aspects of her life which deliver her comfort and happiness [1].
Sofia’s final two entries in January are brief; she notes in these that she needs to work hard for upcoming auditions, and that she was nervous for her audition at an FEC in the North West of England.















	January 2015 (Focus group)
Sofia has attended some auditions for Dance and Musical Theatre courses and is awaiting decisions from institutions. Her first choice is an Arts Institute in Spain. She further expressed her passion for travel and for pursuing international opportunities in dance and theatre. She reflected upon how growing up, she has always enjoyed travelling and experiencing other cultures. 
She spoke very little about the other institutions she had applied for, but described a negative experience that she had during the selection process at a pre-1992 institution in the South of England. She explained how being interviewed alongside A-level students resulted in her feeling as though she was not ‘smart enough’. Sofia went on to voice how she felt practical experience in her field was more important than academic knowledge and assumed that the A-level students probably lacked this. 
Finally, Sofia spoke of financial concerns related to moving abroad to study in that, if an emergency occurred, her parents would not be able to financially afford to help her. Yet, she went on to say that she did not mind if she had little money if she got the opportunity to study in Spain. If Sofia does not progress to HE this year, she plans to attend workshops to improve her skills, get a job and provide teaching support at her FEC. 












May 2015 (Focus group)
Sofia has secured a place at an FEC in the North West of England. She explains how she was not over joyed by the prospect of attending this particular institution initially but has ‘warmed up’ to the idea. Her original first choice was an institution in Spain; she was awarded a place here, but did not have the financial resources to attend as there was little support on offer. 
Sofia did receive offers from two institutions in London, but explains how in one of these, she was deterred as the majority of other applicants studied A-levels which caused her to feel out of place. Regarding her remaining choice, she reflects on the busy, expensive nature of the city of London which she disliked. She speaks of how she is nervous to live in shared accommodation and expresses some anxieties about the area that she will be living in as this has a reputation for ‘being rough’. Sofia hopes to one day be a Dance Teacher but also wishes to perform in the West End or America. She is also motivated to live and work in a European country. Yet, Sofia’s longer term plans appeared vague, with her simply wishing to ‘be happy’. 











[1] 
[image: ]






[bookmark: _Toc477643252]Tony
Studying: Performing Arts BTEC L3     Age: 18 years     Ethnicity: White       
Highest qualification: 5 GCSEs grade A-C         Family history of HE: First generation, sibling attended   
Living situation: With parents    Own employment:  Unemployed
Main income earner details:
1. Someone else is the main income earner
2. Paid full-time work (over 30 hours)
3. Clerical and intermediate occupation








Diary entry: September 2014
In Tony’s first diary entry, he expresses his excitement about commencing his final year of college and starting to apply for HE. 






October 2014 (Interview) 
Tony hopes to progress to HE to pursue a degree in Acting and Dancing following a long standing passion for this since high school. He had previously considered becoming a Game Designer when he was younger, but felt that he did not possess the requisite technological skills to accomplish this. 
He has selected potential institutions to apply for which consist of an FEC in the North West of England, a Performing Arts Institute in the North, a post-1992 institution and a new university also in the North of England. Tony feels that progressing to HE is beneficial as it will allow him to continue to be engaged in his interests whilst providing him with the experience of living independently.
Tony suggests that if he is not awarded a place this year, he will try again later. He perceives the only alternative to HE as working in a ‘boring’ full-time job, envisioning such work as being in supermarkets. 










Diary entry: October 2014
Tony expresses that he is finding it difficult to make his HE choices in order to complete his UCAS application. He also comments that his mother was immensely upset when he revealed that he would not be applying to a local HEI and that he intends to leave his hometown.  


	


January 2015 (Focus group)
Tony has recently attended two auditions in the North of England, one of which was at his post-1992 choice, and the other at the new university. He has been awarded a place at both institutions and explains how he struggling to decide between these. Tony also has a further audition pending which he feels nervous about. 
 A predominant change in Tony’s HE decision-making is that he has rejected the idea of attending an institution in London which he retrospectively stated was his initial intention. This was a result of the financial costs involved; his parents’ earnings meant that he would be unable to receive the highest maintenance loan and thus would be unable to afford his living expenses. He felt that if he were to live in London with a poor financial situation, he would not find his time there enjoyable and this would subsequently impact upon his experience. He explained that a turning point in this decision was having an argument with his mother over the costs, which has led him to consider closer institutions that he can afford. He goes on to describe the positive aspects of this situation, for instance, that he would be close to home if he ever wanted to return. It appears though that this ‘benefit’ has been realised in response to his options being constrained. 
Interestingly, Tony’s ‘plan B’ had changed; if he does not attend university this year, he plans to assist in teaching at his FEC and get a job. He proceeds to list the advantages of taking a year out should this occur, such as being able to progress to HE with a higher level of maturity and more money. 













May 2015
Tony has decided that he will be attending the Northern New University. He explains that he has friends currently studying at this institution and had spent the Easter holidays with them on campus. Through this experience, he had become familiar with the campus and is excited to attend. He explains though that if he later found that he disliked the institution, that he ‘wouldn’t be so upset’ if he ‘left and then decided to reapply next year’. He mentions that his mother has encouraged him to do this if such a scenario arises. 
Tony also spoke at length about his concerns over achieving a distinction grade on his written coursework as his ‘attention span’s so crap’. He is aiming for three distinction grades but clarifies that this is not required for his chosen degree programme. Instead, this is to prove to himself that he can attain highly after a history of low grades in secondary education: ‘Cos I wanna come out of college knowing that I could hit one of the highest grades that is achievable for a BTEC. Cos my grades are crap from high school, like they were terrible and I’m really passionate about doing performing‘.
Tony revisits the issue of finance. He mentions that he was initially going to opt for cheaper student accommodation to be more cost effective, but that his mother disagreed with this. She is thus going to assist him with financing his accommodation during his first year. His mother’s disagreements with his plans was also evident when he was considering applying for an institution in London to which she warned she would refuse to financially support him; she wanted Tony to remain in an institution close by and his final choice was consistent with her wishes.
Tony concludes though that he does wish to work in the Performing Arts industry and he would be happy in any area of this on the condition that he will be ‘making a good amount of money and I’ve got a nice house’.





May 2015
Tony has decided to attend a post-1992 institution which he had provided some consideration to before. He has friends at this institution and has recently spent the Easter holidays staying with them in their student accommodation. Tony expresses that he is very excited to attend as he has had good experiences when visiting. He recites how he has considered a drama school previously, but that he liked the institution that he had settled on. Tony’s transcript is also weighted upon having discussions with his mother in which he seemingly needed to negotiate his institutional choices in regards to the distance in which they were located from home; his mother would not allow for him to move too far away and even encouraged him to remain living at home. Although Tony is on track to achieve the required grades for his first choice, he speaks of how he hopes to attain above these, as he had not achieved highly in his GCSEs. He expresses some concerns regarding this, in that he is not good at ‘academic’ work referring to the written element of his coursework. Tony is also currently looking for work in order to save before attending university; he explains that his student finance will provide him with ‘just over’ what he needs and that his mother will contribute to the costs in addition to his. Tony ideally would like to enter the industry upon completion of his degree, but he does not have a preference on a specific area. He also considers travelling and working around the world as a potential option. He explains that he would not be disheartened if he did not enter the industry immediately though, and notes that as long as he has a good job and a nice home, he will be happy. 
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Questionnaire
Some of us are aware that we are having a conversation with ourselves, silently in our heads (‘thinking things over’ for example). Is this the case for you?
YES 	NO  


Strongly agree
Strongly disagree

                                                                                        

On the whole…                                                                          7          6          5          4         3          2         1







1. I do daydream about winning the lottery  

2. [image: ]I think about work a great deal, even when 
I am away from it
[image: ]
3. I dwell long and hard on moral questions

4. [image: ]I blot difficulties out of my mind, rather 
than trying to think them through
[image: ]
5. My only reason for wanting to work is to 
be able to pay for the things that matter to me

6. [image: ]Being decisive does not come easily to me

7. [image: ]I try to live up to an ideal, even if it costs me 
a lot to do so
[image: ]
8. When I consider my problems, I just get 
overwhelmed by emotion
[image: ]
9. So long as I know those I care about are OK, 
nothing else really matters to me at all

10. [image: ]I just dither, because nothing I do can really 
make a difference to how things turn out 

11. [image: ]I’m dissatisfied with myself and my way of life – both could be better than they are
[image: ]
12. I know that I should play an active role in reducing social injustice

13. [image: ]I feel helpless and powerless to deal with my problems, however hard I try to sort them out


In general, what are the three most important areas of your life now – those that you care about deeply? (Please give the most important first).

1. …………………………………………………………………………………………………………….


2. …………………………………………………………………………………………………………….


3. …………………………………………………………………………………………………………….


  Initials: ………………
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Taken from: Archer, M. S. (2008) The internal conversation: Mediating between structure and agency. Full research report, ESRC end of award report, RES-000-23-0349. Swindon, ESRC. 
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	Participant
	Score
	Internal conversations?
	Three main concerns 

	Bessy 
	Communicative: 2.66
Autonomous:  5
Meta: 5.33 *
Fractured: 3.25
	YES
	Being happy

Progressing in the performing industry

Finding things that inspire/challenge and motivate me

	Daryl
	Communicative: 5
Autonomous: 4.33
Meta: 5 *
Fractured: 3.75
	YES
	Getting the best grades I can

Making myself proud

Being able to enjoy the last moments of college

	David
	Communicative: 4.66
Autonomous: 3.66*
Meta: 5.66 *
Fractured: 4.25
	YES 
	Faith

Family

Career

	Erin
	Communicative: 5 *
Autonomous: 6
Meta: 4.66 *
Fractured:  2
	YES
	Family

Friends

Education

	Evelynn
	Communicative: 2.33
Autonomous:  5*
Meta: 5.33 *
Fractured: 3.25
	YES
	Family and friends

A-Levels/ education

Work

	John
	Communicative: 5.66 *
Autonomous: 3 *
Meta: 2.66
Fractured: 2.75
	YES
	Employment

Relationship

Money

	Juliette
	Communicative: 3
Autonomous: 5.33 
Meta: 4.66 *
Fractured:  2.25
	YES
	Educational success

Family

Friends

	May
	Communicative: 4.66 *
Autonomous: 4.66
Meta: 5.33 *
Fractured: 3.33
	YES
	Getting the money for university

Getting the courage to go travelling alone

Family and friends

	Max
	Communicative: 4.66 *
Autonomous: 4.33 *
Meta: 3.66
Fractured: 1.5
	YES
	Getting the grades I need from college

University

Staying in contact with people when I leave for drama school

	Noel
	Communicative: 2
Autonomous: 3.66*
Meta: 5.33 
Fractured: 2
	YES
	Education/Knowledge

Relationships/networking

Wealth

	Paola
	Communicative: 5 *
Autonomous: 5.33 
Meta: 3 *
Fractured: 4
	YES
	Family and friends

Happiness

Progression in life 

	Sofia
	Communicative: 5
Autonomous: 4.33 *
Meta: 5.33
Fractured: 5.5 
	YES
	Going to drama school

Learning a language

Being happy

	Tony
	Communicative: 2.88 *
Autonomous: 5.66 *
Meta:  5
Fractured:  4.75
	YES
	Education

Looking for part-time work

Friends/family



 = Qualitatively assigned reflexive mode(s) at the final data collection phase= Dominant reflexive mode as indicated by ICONI score 

	

The majority of participants ICONI scores do confirm those which were assigned via qualitative analysis. There are of course some differences- Erin and Juliette for instance scored as an autonomous than the meta/communicative and meta that were concluded from qualitative analysis. Paola also scored as autonomous when qualitatively this was meta/communicative and for Sofia, she scored as fractured whilst qualitatively it was concluded that she was autonomous. 
Preference was given to qualitatively analysing transcripts from interviews and diaries as the questioning was specifically related to plans after FE, namely HE intentions, though broader questions related to their futures and histories were included. As emerged in the research- reflexive modalities were context specific. Hence, differences in ICONI scores could be explained by this- the questionnaire is non-context specific whereas the questions in interview schedules were. Furthermore, the ICONI was provided during the last meeting with participants and the majority were preparing to enter HE, with this being a few short months away. The way in which they were more likely to be looking ahead, with their next steps after FE in the forefront of their minds could have also impacted upon their questionnaire responses. 
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[bookmark: _Toc477643257]Bessy
Personal project: Become an actor 
(3rd phase)
Meta
(2nd phase)
Meta
(1st phase)
Meta/communicative




Meta/communicative

Bessy depicted strong meta reflexive tendencies from the very start of the research in different respects. She placed emphasis on having an intrinsic passion for acting, sought ‘otherness’ and was critical of society. In this early stage, Bessy hoped to progress to HE and become an actor. She expressed that this had been her goal since childhood: ‘since I was young I always knew that I wanted to perform, and then when I was at high school I was like, I just loved it, and I was like “Yeah I’m off to go to drama school”’(Interview, September 2014). She was also considering two alternative options for her post-16 plans: To move to a new city with friends and work, or to take a gap year to travel and gain new experiences. She explained that she devised these options after being advised by a college tutor that she may be too young to successfully enter drama school: 

Talking to my tutor (name) over this first year at college I have realised that for a while my age is going to hold me back (unfortunately I’m one of the youngest on my course and an August baby so I always have to wait longer to be able to do things anyways).
So I’m confident in my passion and abilities to become an actress but I’m more realistic now knowing that I won’t get into drama school probably for the first few years that I audition, so I need to look at what I could do in those years to better myself. (Diary entry, July 2014)
Bessy’s age thus acted as a constraint in the performing arts industry in which drama schools preferred older applicants. She did proceed to apply to study at various HEIs regardless, but this constraint was further realised after not receiving recalls to return after her initial auditions:  ‘So I have done my first two auditions with no recalls. Feedback is that I am too young’ (Diary entry, November 2014). 
Bessy was considering travelling if she could not secure a place. Her motivations informing this was heavily rooted in meta-reflexive tendencies in that, she wanted to embrace new experiences and engage with her passion and provide assistance to ‘causes’. She felt that travel would allow her to experience many different cultures and also provide her with the opportunity to further engage with her passion of performing by being able to witness this in other contexts: ‘I like the thought of going travelling for a year and seeing the world and all its cultures. I could see a range of theatre around the world doing this … I would like to see the world’s attractions and push my limits by doing things like sky dives, mountain treks, swimming with dolphins in the sea etc.’ (Diary entry, July 2014). Bessy’s motivations of gaining new experiences illustrate the meta-reflexive tendency of embracing the situational logic of opportunity (Archer, 2012). Furthermore, she viewed this as a way of further engaging with her passion rather than this being motivated by instrumental rationality for ‘gains’. Her focus on such intrinsic interests are in line with the way in which meta reflexives use causes/ passions as their point of reference (Archer, 2007). Whilst acting is Betty’s primary intrinsic interest, she also expresses that she would like to engage in work abroad in animal related causes:
I could find work in America or Australia and go live out there for  a while, but what has really interested me is that they have two trips for animal work which I’d love to do! 
1. Is to go to Thailand and work at an Elephant sanctuary helping to look after them, feeding and washing them. 
2. Is to go to South America and help with the protection of sea turtles and learning to scuba dive so I think I’d love to mainly do option 1 & 2at some point in my life! (Diary entry, September 2014)
Hence, meta-reflexive tendencies are very potent in Bessy’s narrative in that she provides much attention to engaging in her interests as well as in broader causes. 
Bessy was also considering moving to a new city with her friends should she not get accepted into a drama school. She explains that this was to aid them in becoming more independent: ‘Me and my friends were like chatting about maybe moving to (city), like working in (city) for a year or two just so that we get used to living away. Cos we’re kinda, we don’t want to like get dependent on living at home and stuff. So yeah, just got loads of ideas for afterwards if I don’t get in so’ (Interview, September 2014). Here, Bessy hopes to critically detach from her natal context in order to not become dependent on residing at home; such critical detachment further indicates the presence of meta-reflexivity in her narrative. 
What also emerged in Bessy’s narrative was the criticality she demonstrated towards society which contributed to her determination to establish ‘otherness’; she was certain that she did not want the life of her parents, nor that of her extended family. Bessy asserts how she does not want to lead a ‘normal’ life which consisting of earning money just to spend on goods: 
Like when I was younger I liked like how society was, and now that I’ve kind of got older, and like, I’m quite a creative person and I just, I hate the thought of like living like a normal life like everyone else does, and I just hate the thought of just earning money and living…I just hate the thought of being stuck like, doing the same thing day in, day out, and just like having money to spend on like nothing apart from like, go out and drink and eat food. (Interview, September 2014)
Archer (2012, p. 207) describes meta-reflexives as being ‘critics of markets and state’ in that they problematise the social order (as opposed to normalising this). Bessy’s account evidences this in that she is critical of how society ‘works’ and implies that this ‘normal’ life does not suit her as a creative person. She goes on to explain how her natal context inspired this view:
I think to influence me not to want to live a normal life is the fact that, with my family, we’ve all got age gaps. Like my oldest cousin’s nearly 40 because my mum has like big age gaps with her sisters. So me and my brother are still teens, like he’s 21 so we’re kind of getting older now, and then I’ve got two cousins that are like, one’s 25 and one’s 30 and the others are like 35 to 40. So we’ve all got a big like wide gap but like all my cousins and my brother, they kinda like just met someone straight away, like the first person and like settled down and like been in long- term relationships and they’ve just got houses and like got married and just, and I look at them and just, I don’t know. It just makes me not want to do that, cos I just think like it’s just a bit boring innit? (Interview, September 2014). 
Archer (2012, p. 208) explains that meta-reflexives are ‘clear about what they do not want which is any personal version of social reproduction’. This is precisely what Bessy demonstrates here in her aversion to ‘settling down’ as her siblings and cousins have done, describing this as ‘boring’. Searching for ‘otherness’ is then not only apparent in her potential plans of moving away with friends to establish independence, but also in seeking a different life to that of her family. 
In addition to her meta-reflexive mode here, Bessy also demonstrates communicative tendencies. This is in respect to her internal conversations in that these ‘require completion and confirmation by others before resulting in courses of action’ (Archer 2012, p. 318). For instance, she explains that she voices her plans of potentially moving to a new city with her mother for confirmation from a ‘wiser’ person:
I feel like my mum’s useful to talk to because obviously she’s older and wiser. So like, cos I got home and were like “Yeah we’ve said we’re off to (city)” and what not, and I was kinda half expecting it to be like “No you’re not, how can you afford that?” but, like, she was like “Oh yeah that’s a good idea”. But like, with my mum, obviously she’s older and more wise like, so having my mum like to chat to is like, she is the wise one that kind of understands like how the world works and how money works like. So she’s, she’s a bit more got a sensible head on with it so she can like bring me back down and be like “Yeah but what about this?” and like “can you do this because of this?”. (Interview, September 2014). 
Bessy then views her mother as someone who has the requisite life experience to confirm if her plans are plausible. Thus, she seeks confirmation from a ‘similar and familiar’ interlocutor, a typical feature of communicative reflexivity (Archer, 2012). This is however, the only indication of communicative tendencies that occurred for Bessy throughout the research. 

Meta
During the second phase of the research, Bessy continues to display her intrinsic passion for acting. She explains that, over her Christmas vacation from college, she missed ‘creating’ and being involved with theatre: ‘We had three weeks off for Christmas and while it was refreshing being away from the hectic-ness of college and all the coursework – after a week or so I was bored and missed being a part of theatre life – acting and creating work’ (Diary entry, January 2015). 

Bessy’s narrative was still largely focused upon the reflection of leaving her natal context and living independently: ‘I’m really close with my mum, cos I always talk about her [laughs]. So I feel like moving away would be a hard thing and it’d really upset me, but at the end of the day I need to do what’s like best for me’ (Interview, January 2015). Taking Bessy’s description of her relationship with her mother as ‘close’ and the minor communicative tendencies expressed in the previous phase into account, it may appear as though Bessy is further strengthening these here. Yet, she concludes that ‘I need to do what’s like best for me’, indicating that detaching from her natal context is beneficial for her future. Again, this is similar to the ‘critical detachment’ exhibited by meta-reflexives. She goes on to explain that she had previously conducted voluntary work in Kenya with no contact with her family which Bessy feels has prepared her for the reduction in contact whilst engaged in HE: 
I went to Kenya and I was away for a month but I had no contact with home whatsoever. And I was like, (in a) different part of the world, like so I feel like just travelling down to (a different city), I can ring her if I want to, I can phone my dad when I want to ... I can like get in touch with home, face-time, like so it’s not like I’d have to be like solitary away from them. (Interview, January 2014)
Although Bessy demonstrated the propensity to discuss her plans with her mother in the previous phase, she now explains: ‘(I) feel like I’ve played a big part in my own decisions. I’m quite, I’m quite independent and I like to sit and think for myself, and think, and make my opinion on it’ (Interview, January 2015). This diverges from the reliance she previously illustrated in needing to confirm her plans with an ‘older and wiser’ interlocutor (her mother); she now views her internal conversation as an independent activity. Although this is regarded as a feature of autonomous reflexivity, Archer (2012) also notes that this is applicable to meta- reflexives too. In taking Bessy’s frequent illustrations of various meta-reflexive tendencies into account, it is highly likely that her independent internal conversations are an extension of this. 
In terms of her broader discernment and deliberation of her plans for action, Bessy demonstrates some notable developments in this phase. Although she was previously rejected from two HEIs due to her age, she has since attended an audition at what she now regards as her first choice institution- a theatre school in the South West of England. Her audition was successful, meaning that she will be attending a recall audition in the coming months. Bessy demonstrates an intense emotional attachment to this institution; she explains how she loved the location, the institution itself and the teachers there: ‘But then like when I actually saw (the city) and got there like I just fell in love with the place, I fell in love with the school and I fell in love with like the teachers. So at the moment I’m like “Oh my God I like (the city)”. Like, it is everything that I thought it would be’ (Interview, January 2015). 
Now that Bessy considers HE as a realistic possibility, she begins to reject the idea of travelling and moving away with her friends. She explains how this has emerged due to the idea of HE progression now being ‘in reach’: ‘It’s kind of like, made me realise that maybe all these plans I made were just because like I thought I wouldn’t get in. But now that there’s a chance that I could, it’s made me quite like “I just want to get in now”, because like, it’s in reach’ (Interview, January 2015). She proceeds to highlight the financial constraints that she feels she would face in pursuing her alternative considerations: 
I would to do those things still. Like travelling and stuff. But I’ve kinda like, maybe I want to do them when I’m a bit older and I’m quite ready to go to drama school. Like I was chatting to this girl, and she was saying like she went travelling – she had like a gap year before she went to uni, and actually it was worse. She wishes she’d have done it after university because everyone thinks that you’ll be able to do what you want. But, she got like a job full-time, but then it was like everyone was at uni so she never saw anyone. And then like, she was just working all the time and like saving up money. But then she could never actually get work to let her have enough time off to go travelling. And like cos there’s not any jobs anywhere, she couldn’t guarantee that she was gonna get into university so she didn’t want to give up her job… And I was like “Oh I’ve never really thought about that” and now I’m like “Yeah maybe it’s something to do when I’m older”. (Interview, January 2015)
In considering the trajectory of a ‘known other’ here, Bessy is introduced to potential constraints which she had not considered previously. 
Bessy also comments that she is now more ‘realistic’ about the possibility of securing employment in a timely fashion to accommodate moving to a new city with her friends. She had not fully rejected this plan - it was dependent on whether herself and her friends managed to secure a HE place or not. Bessy had however become more aware of the economic constraints that she may face if she and her friends did decide to move away: 
We were chatting about it the other week, and we were like “We’d have to save up before” because I think we were being a bit childish with it before, and we were like “Oh yeah we’ll be able to just get a job straight away” and like you know, like move out and we’ll be able to afford it. But then we were like “Oh yeah but, we actually need to, we’d have to get a job like before all the uni students come over because that’s when all the jobs are like going, and find a job first then get used to that and then find a flat” rather than being able to do it all at once. So like, so we’ve kind of had to be a bit more realistic about that. (Interview, January 2015)
Thus, Bessy becomes more aware of the possibility of structural constraints impeding some of her initial considerations during this phase. 
Meta
In the final phase of the research, Bessy’s meta-reflexive tendencies became stronger. She demonstrated these in relation to her motivations for pursuing a degree, her natal context and through reflecting upon social changes in HE progression. Regarding Bessy’s motivations, she explains that she would like a degree for ‘training’. Yet, she does not frame this in terms of instrumental rationality i.e. pursuing this training for the sole purpose of securing employment. Instead, she continues to illustrate her intrinsic interests in ‘learning new things’ in her chosen field: 
I wouldn’t want to be one of those people that doesn’t do any training and just like rests on my laurels kind of thing. So I want it to just like learn new things and like be taught by people that are good at what they do… Like I really want to learn stage combat and things [laughs] and like fencing and (South West Theatre School) like teach you all that so, yeah.  (Interview, April 2015)
Whilst Bessy does wish to become an actor, she regards the process of studying for her degree here as ‘an end in itself’; Archer (2012) found that this was a pertinent feature of the meta-reflexive students in her own empirical work. Bessy does not entertain the idea of entering HE for eventual financial or material gains as would be the case for autonomous reflexives (Ibid.). Instead, she strongly opposes materialistic cultures: 
Least ideal future lifestyle…doing something that doesn’t make me happy like everyone like, when I’m at work and people are like “Yeah but you can’t live your life like that, you have to be realistic” or like “Life’s a business and you’ve gotta earn money” but I’m kind of like a bit unconventional like that… I don’t want to be in a job just because it’s money and because it pays well. Like I’m not really a materialistic person anyway, so I would hate to be in a job that I dislike just for the sake of earning some money. If it was like just a little job on the side and then you’re getting some acting work, then that’s fine but if you ended up just giving all that up, like I think giving up is something that I would hate to do, cos I know it’s what I want to do. (Interview, April 2015)
It is clear here that Bessy’s passion for her work is the focal point of her intentions, or her point of reference (Archer, 2007).
Bessy’s narrative continues to demonstrate a search for ‘otherness’ in respect to her natal context. She begins to consider herself as ‘other’ as she distinguishes her independent nature from those within her family:
My aunties were like “Oh are you off to your recall”’ I was like “Yeah” and then they were like “Oh are you going on your own?” I think my outside family were quite shocked at me for like going on my own and they were like “Oh don’t you want your mum?” and I was like “No”. So I think it’s kinda like, for my family, made them like wake up and realise that I’m quite independent and mature compared to, [laughs] not that my family aren’t mature, but I mean like you know, I’m very much like I do my own thing, and I think they’ve all kinda realised and are letting me go now [laughs]. (Interview, April 2015). 
In addition to her family’s realisation and acceptance of her independence, Bessy elaborates the ‘otherness’ she feels exists not just in relation to her natal context generally, but also in comparison to the typical trajectories that her female relatives have followed:
Cos I’m the baby and because I’m a girl, like cos all the females in my family have been quite like, they’ve got into relationships when they were like my age like 18 or what not, and then got a job and then just stayed with their partner and then ended up getting married and what not. And then there’s just me that’s single and I’m like “I don’t need no man, I’m gonna go to (city) on my own”. (Interview, April 2015)
Bessy therefore does not only locate this ‘otherness’ generally in terms of independence, but also in terms of the trajectories depicted by other females in her family. This further supports Bessy’s meta-reflexive mode as she is now seeking this ‘otherness’ in a variety of ways. 
During this phase, Bessy was awaiting a final decision from her first choice (the South West Theatre School). In her interview, she reflected upon her choices over the past year. She explained that her previous considerations of travelling or moving away with friends during her discernment of her personal project was spurred by the discouragement she received from others regarding her chances of successfully  being accepted to study for an Acting degree:
Because at first it was very much that I’d let people grind me down and be like. Well not grind me down, but be like warning me but I took that warning too literally, like you know, “You’re not gonna get in whatsoever”. So I kinda started it very much like “I won’t get in so I’ll just have to go travelling”. (Interview, April 2015)
This then provides further reasoning behind the development of her personal project in which she abandoned these alternative projects in favour of progressing to HE immediately. What is interesting in terms of reflexivity here is that Bessy is engaging in a process of ‘bending back’ on her own internal conversations to question and provide answers to her previous considerations. Hence, Bessy demonstrates reflection upon her own reflexivity which Archer (2003) explains is a feature of the meta-reflexive mode. 
Notably, during this final phase of the research, Bessy makes reference to constraints and enablements but not in terms of her own personal project. Instead, she debates these in terms of HE progression on a macro level. For instance, she explains that she believes the increasing HE participation rates have been spurred by an insecure employment market and thus a reduction in opportunities for young people:
I think like it got to the point where because all of a sudden everyone could go to university if you wanted to, everyone’s gone and for years and years people have been going. But it’s just been a way to move out, because people can’t afford to move out now can they? Like and people can’t afford like, there’s not many jobs going like to get a career, so people have been like going to university cos you get a student loan, you get to move out and you get to drink every weekend and what not. Cos I know like at work there’s a lot of people that fail university cos they’ve just like chosen it because they can move away and do whatever. But I think as well that there’s a big rush of like, when you’re at college it’s kind of like you have to apply to university, so people will apply. (Interview, April 2015)
Bessy believes that HE now provides the opportunity for young people to establish themselves in the adult world in a context of economic instability in that, it provides the financial means and accommodation to leave home. She therefore critically ponders the structural constraints of the employment market and how she feels this has limited alternatives to HE which has consequently resulted in increasing levels of participation. Yet, in drawing on the experiences of others that she has met, Bessy believes that there is a ‘shift’ occurring in which young people are ‘realising’ that it is not a necessity to progress to HE immediately. She feels that this is beneficial in allowing them to provide more thought to what degree course they would like to pursue:
So I think that now it’s starting to be a big shift, and people are starting to realise that people don’t want to go to uni straight away cos some people wanna go travelling or people want to like stop and like work for a bit. Cos there’s quite a few people on my course that have not applied and they’ve said that they’re not ready or they don’t know, actually know what they want to do. So I think that people are starting to like step back and be like “Wait, we don’t have to apply to uni straight away and I want to think about what I want to do first” cos it is, it’s a big thing to, it’s a lot of debt to get into as well if you’re not dead set on what you want to do. So I think it’s starting to shift that people aren’t wanting to apply, or people are starting to regret the choices that they’ve made, from people I’ve met anyway. (Interview, April 2015)
Bessy conveys this in an almost empowering sense in that young people are realising that they do not ‘have’ to apply to HE. She does not however address the issue of the limiting of options in the labour market which she posited earlier as an influential reason as to why more and more young people opt to progress to this level of study. Nevertheless, Bessy’s narrative is noteworthy here as this provides further evidence of ‘problematising’ the social order[footnoteRef:52] as is a typical feature of meta-reflexivity (Archer, 2012). Hence, Bessy provides critical attention to the way that HE has increasingly become more ‘normal’ for her generation due to the structural conditions typically faced by her peers. Yet, at the same time she feels that young people are becoming more aware that HE may not necessarily be beneficial for those who are uncertain of what to pursue.  [52:  Archer (2013, p. 146) describes the social order as ‘the result of the result of prior social relations conditioned in an antecedent structural (and cultural) context’] 

Finally, in paying attention to Bessy’s broader trajectory, she explains that should she not be accepted to her first choice institution that she will re-apply next year. She explains that she will spend her time out of education engaging in amateur acting work so that she can continue to engage with her passion: ‘I just really wanna go to (the Theatre School). But they were like “Oh no we really like you and your age isn’t a problem” so I’d probably apply again in like September time. So I’d just like get a job that I enjoy doing and just spend a year like doing things that I enjoy and like trying to get amateur work and just doing what I want to do’ (Interview, April 2015).
















[bookmark: _Toc477643258]Daryl
Personal project: To become a Drama teacher
(1st phase)
Communicative

(3rd/4th phase)
Meta

(2nd phase)
Autonomous/communicative


[footnoteRef:53] [53:  The Collerborough College participants and one Ridington College participant (John) took part in four ‘phases’ due to taking part in the research from an earlier start date (April 2014). For these participants, the third and fourth phase data is considered together to remain consistent with the structure of the findings chapters. ] 



Communicative
In the first phase, Daryl’s narrative strongly depicted communicative reflexive tendencies. He had already decided upon his personal project prior to beginning the research; he hoped to become a secondary Drama teacher. His communicative tendencies emerged whilst discussing his approach to making his HE decisions and his considerations of his future living situation. When considering potential HEIs, Daryl stated that he hoped to study in a location which was easily accessible from home; ‘I wanna go somewhere where you know, not only will I get a right course but somewhere not far away so, somewhere like (Northern Russell Group) or (Northern post-1992) would be ideal for me’ (Interview, June 2014).  He explained that his reasoning for this was due to the possibility of becoming homesick which had resulted in him wishing to remain at home: ‘I think it’s the problem is that I can get quite home sick myself, and I’d rather you know, be in a position where I can you know at the end of the day just do something easy, catch the tram or something, or catch the train back home and be you know, with my parents’ (Interview, June 2014). Archer (2012, p. 126) explains that communicative reflexives are ‘identifiers’ in relation to their natal context and show little enthusiasm for new experiences. In the case of Daryl, he presents a strong attachment to his family which has led to an absence of similar levels of enthusiasm that many other participants indicated when contemplating leaving home. 
Daryl’s communicative tendencies are not only depicted by his desire to remain in his natal context, but also in his approach to making his HE decisions. In the following, he explains in detail how exercises ‘thought and talk’ regarding his plans with a number of ‘similar and familiars’ which is a prominent feature of communicative reflexivity (Archer, 2012):
I think the main priority who I always ask at first, and I don’t know whether you do it, was my mum… both my parents have gone to university so they kind of understand whilst they know that times have changed, and like the fees were cheaper then, it’s like they have to know first of all what route I’m heading down, and most of all, you know, whether it’s the right route for me. And I also try and check with a few of my cousins as well because some of them not only went to university, but like I’ve got one of them who originally played as part of the England’s cricket team itself and now is a PE teacher. So I always have a check to see you know, what it’s like because obviously he teaches at this point in time, so he knows what it’s like …at least if I’ve got, you know, some of my cousins or family members to put my mind at rest, I can kind of, you know, not panic about it … So I’d rather you know, just say right well I’m gonna ask my family members cos they’ve been, I’m gonna ask what’s it actually like. Cos, if I don’t, because they, the other people who truly know the truth, you know, whether it’s the right job, whether it’s the wrong job, and most of all whether uni’s the right path for me or not. (Interview, June 2014)
Daryl describes how he asks his parents and his cousins’ opinions on his future plans; he places a high degree of importance on their opinions in whether they feel that his HE and employment intentions are ‘right’ for him; Archer (2012, p. 318) explains that for communicative reflexives, internal conversations ‘require completion and confirmation by others before resulting in courses of action’. Daryl’s reasoning informing his personal project did not overtly coincide with ‘replication’ of the natal context as was the case for Archer’s (2012) communicative participants though. 

Autonomous/communicative
A substantial shift in Daryl’s reflexive mode occurred during the second phase of the research. This was evident through the emergence of a strategic attitude towards his HE applications as well as changes in how he framed his choice to remain living at home. Daryl explains during this phase that he had taken up an extra curricula activity in a children’s holiday club. However, rather than his participation in this being framed by an intrinsic motivation such as the desire to assist others, Daryl presents this as a way in which he can reap advantages for his future teaching career: ‘So (holiday club) I helped out the club like I always do… it’s going to benefit me for teaching younger kids’ (Diary entry, October 2014). This is further emphasised by the way he ensures that he references such experiences in his UCAS personal statement: ‘So I’ve talked about how, you know, I’m able to work with kids at the type of age based around years seven to eight, because it’s something like from seven years old to thirteen’ (Interview, September 2014). Hence, Daryl’s motivation for dedicating his time to this activity is that it provides him with the benefits of accessing and carrying out his personal project of teaching. This conveys instrumental rationality which Archer (2012) observes amongst her autonomous reflexive participants. 
In regards to leaving home, Daryl interestingly presents his desire to remain within the family home during his degree studies in a different and more ‘autonomous’ light. Instead of providing reasons concerning becoming homesick, Daryl now explains that this is so that he can ensure that he is close to a theatre: ‘I’m still up for the idea of commuting, cos it’s just the case is, I don’t know whether I remember saying this, but it’s the case that for me I want to be really near to theatre’ (Interview, September 2014). Daryl had not provided this reason during his previous interview. Rather, his reasons for remaining at home were strongly rooted in his attachment to the natal context. He elaborates that being close to a theatre will provide him with the opportunity to learn those skills required to be a Drama teacher and in doing this, demonstrates further instrumental rationality: ‘Like (city) play house, the (theatre) in (city), and be able to get used to the type of techniques they use when producing theatre. Cos one of the big things being a Drama teacher is you’ve got to be able to put on your own shows’ (Focus group, September 2014). 
This instrumental rationality also influences Daryl’s choice of degree course; he explains how he has felt deterred from course titles which combine Drama with Media Studies for instance, as he speculates that this may hinder the accomplishment of his project due to confusion from potential employers: ‘I’d rather do something like Drama where even though like Media, it’s not that well, well spread round various secondary schools, people know where I’m heading into, and I’d be able to teach all the years, including stuff like GCSE Drama’ (Focus group, September 2014). By choosing a degree that is wholly focused on Drama as opposed to a combined degree, Daryl feels that this will adequately portray his intentions of teaching GCSE Drama as opposed to other disciplines which he perceives are not ‘that well spread out’ across schools. Daryl then demonstrates a strategic and thus autonomous reflexive approach to choosing his degree course by considering the ‘gains’ that a non-combined degree course would provide him with in the future. 
Despite Daryl’s strong autonomous reflexive tendencies here, some fractions of communicative reflexivity remain. Later in this focus group, he explains how he would not be able to ‘handle’ being way from his parents: ‘I think the thing is for me, I just wouldn’t be able to handle the fact of not being able to be near (my) mum and dad… for me I just couldn’t bear the idea of actually, you know, leaving mum and dad. It’d just be too hard’ (Focus group, September 2014). This contradicts the reasons that Daryl provided earlier which consisted of remaining at home to be closer to a theatre. I speculate that his autonomous reflexive tendencies emerged during the HE application process as this situation encourages competition. Therefore his autonomous tendencies here may be entirely context dependent as a response to the requirement of engaging in a competitive application process, whereas his communicative reflexive mode is still (faintly) present due to its dominance in the previous phase. 
As well as an aversion to leaving his parents, Daryl refers to moving away from existing friends as a ‘disadvantage’. This could be interpreted as an attachment to the natal context further evidencing communicative reflexivity:
I think a disadvantage you could also have though, is obviously it’s a fact of you know, you branching out and possibly losing contacts with all friends that you once had. Cos you get what I mean like, when you go to school, and you go from primary to secondary school, chances are everyone will move to that school. When you go to college, you know, they’ll only be a couple of people who go to a different college, and all your friends are gonna be with you. So it’s a case of obviously, when you go to university, your chances are all your friends are gonna go to the same university kinda like, it’s not likely to happen. (Interview, January 2015)
Daryl does not make any reference to ‘missing’ his friends as he did when discussing his family. Instead, he provides a very matter-of-fact account of how HE progression entails losing contact with peers from school and college which is absent of any emotional response. This could be an influence of his autonomous mode here; Archer (2012) notes that amongst her university student sample, autonomous reflexives were distinct from communicatives in terms of forming friendships in that they are not a ‘high priority’. Instead, friendships are confined to, and sustained through practical interests for autonomous reflexives (Archer, 2012); these friendships only exist inside practical interests. Friendships are therefore not as important to the autonomous reflexive. Daryl’s account here is more in line with autonomous reflexivity; friendships do not appear to be a priority, and losing contact is viewed as an unavoidable outcome of the transition to HE. 

Meta
The final phase of the research, again, demonstrated a marked change in Daryl’s reflexive mode. No aspects of autonomous reflexivity were apparent here. Instead, meta-reflexive tendencies were overwhelmingly demonstrated in relation to his motivations to pursue a degree in Drama, as well as through a change in his planned future living situation.
Daryl’s motivations to study a Drama degree had shifted from demonstrating instrumental rationality, in that, this was required to enter a teaching career, to expressing intrinsic motivations related to passion:
I think the other reason is that I’ve had such massive passion for the actual subject of Drama for, I think it’s been about over a decade now if I’m gonna be honest. I’ve had such a massive passion for it that I just think it would be a massive disservice for me as a person not to be able to do it at the highest level of education that you can imagine. (Interview, May 2015)
He expresses here how he has had a long-standing passion for the subject of Drama. This focus on intrinsic benefits is typical of the meta-reflexive mode (Archer, 2012). Daryl’s intrinsic passion for the subject is emphasised very clearly in the following:
I know quite a lot about it, mainly its more musical theatre that I know about cos I do a bit of research about that in my own spare time when I do have it [laughs] and I’m not overwhelmed by A-levels… I wanna learn more stuff about Drama. I wanna learn about the practitioners and I wanna learn about, you know play writes who have made successful plays and you know, some which are still continuing to do that. And I want to learn about theatres and how they’ve made their work, you know, revolutionary and different and unique to other people. (Interview, January 2015)
Daryl’s motivations for wishing to pursue a degree in Drama no longer seem propelled purely by the desire to fulfil his personal project of teaching. Instead, he illustrates a substantial level of intrinsic interest and passion here, explaining that he engages in researching musical theatre in his free time and has a genuine desire to learn more about the subject. 
Daryl’s motivations for studying Drama at HE level have clearly shifted, and this is also replicated in his hopes to become a teacher: ‘I still wanna be a Drama teacher, cos I just think it’s one of those things where I’m so obsessed with the subject … and I like the idea of nurturing someone into doing a subject which I enjoy doing the most’ (Interview, May 2015). Daryl had not previously provided motivations to teach until now; previously, he had viewed pursuing a degree in Drama in instrumental terms for the ‘returns’ of being qualified to enter the teaching profession. Now though, he voices that his interests in becoming a teacher lie in not only his passion for Drama, but an attraction to watching others develop. Again, this is indicative of the meta-reflexive mode in that his interest in teaching is motivated by gaining intrinsic rewards. Daryl is even critical of others who enter a career for the sole purpose of financial gains:
There’s some people who I know say “Oh well I’m going into this only just so that way I can look after the bill”’ and I’m thinking well, shouldn’t you be going into that job because you actually want to do that job? And they said “Oh well it keeps the money going in and out” and I’m thinking well yeah but what’s the point in you doing that job when you come home saying “I hate my job, I absolutely hate it, I wish I could leave”? (Interview, May 2015)
In being critical of those who enter jobs solely to ‘make ends meet’, he is taking issue with the instrumental attitude towards work that Archer (2003) deems as a feature of communicative reflexivity. Archer (Ibid., p. 197) states that for communicative reflexives: ‘[A]lthough work may provide a source of satisfaction, its fundamental purpose is to provide the money to service their ultimate concern…this sub-group alone becomes heavily preoccupied with ‘living in its means’’. While autonomous reflexives are also instrumental and pursue specific careers for material and financial gains, communicatives do this to ‘serve their ultimate concern’ which is related to ‘people’. Daryl cannot fathom why others pursue job roles in which they receive no intrinsic benefits which provides further weight to his meta-reflexive tendencies. 
A pronounced change in Daryl’s HE plans also took place here in that, he has decided to leave home and reside in university accommodation should he be successful in meeting the entry requirements of his first choice institution:
It was a hard decision to think about because obviously it’s one of those ones where I’ve got to think about accommodation, cos I did sway in the end to actually living at the accommodation even though my original intention was to remain at home…I must have been a little bit out of my mind originally, and I was thinking logistically about, I come to the decision, kinda was thinking “Well it’s all fine and dandy you saying well you’re gonna commute there, hang on a second, first of all you’ve got your lectures to deal with. Second of all you don’t know how long it takes till you know, a train gets to (home) and then you’ve gotta get back. It’s gonna be an absolute hassle and you’ll barely get time to actually do your work” and I’m there thinking as horrible as it sounds “You do need to move away”. And I just thought as well, it’s an exciting experience because you know, I’ve never moved away from home. (Interview, May 2015)
Daryl details the internal conversation he had engaged with which led him to the decision to leave home. This is connected to meta-reflexivity in two ways. Firstly, the intricate recital of his own internal conversations when making his decision demonstrates the meta-reflexive tendency to ‘bend back’ on one’s own internal conversation by questioning original thoughts in the light of new information (Archer 2003, p. 255). In engaging in this process, Daryl questions himself on his initial intention to commute to his chosen HEI, commenting that he must have been ‘out of his mind’ to think that this was a plausible option. He then accepts that the reasonable action to take was to relocate to student accommodation. Secondly, his response to moving away has transformed in that, he initially could not bear the thought of leaving his parental home due to a deep connection with his natal context. Now however, he regards leaving home as an ‘exciting’ opportunity, depicting the welcoming of new experiences which is characteristic of the meta-reflexive mode (Archer 2012, p. 208). 
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Autonomous/meta 
In the first phase of the research, David demonstrated autonomous tendencies primarily via his personal project of hoping to work in the American Performing Arts industry. David completed his timeline in his diary to reflect that in six years he would like to be: ‘In America getting work all around but still not being broke because this is a very hard business to be in’ and in eight years, to be ‘Established in America where performing business works best but harder’ (Diary, timeline). Archer (2012) explains that autonomous reflexives have a propensity toward globalised employment which David conveys here. This project also shaped his choice of degree course in which he hoped to study American Theatre Arts at a drama school in London: ‘The course that I want to do in (London Drama School), it’s called American Theatre Arts, where you stay in England one year, next year you go to America and study for a year, then you go back to England. So it’s like I get a taste of American Performing Arts’ (Interview, September 2014). David’s autonomous tendencies are also strongly evident when he explains that his desire to study in London is fuelled by the vast amount of career opportunities here: ‘London’s like the main place in England for Performing Arts. It’s the best place…you’ve got all the companies and stuff around you, so you can just go and check everything out. That’s pretty much one of the reasons I’d like to do it’ (Interview, September 2014). 
David’s natal context also shows similarities with those of the autonomous reflexives’ in Archer’s (2012) empirical work; he was the only participant to have not been born outside of the UK, with his family moving from Poland to England when he was nine years old. He explains how his family intend to return to Poland in the future while he will either remain in England or move to America: ‘I’m not from England I’m from somewhere else, from Poland, so my parents are probably like gonna retire soon and go back to live happy. Whereas I’m gonna, I’m not gonna go back, I’m going to stay here in England or America’ (Interview, September 2014). This is noteworthy as Archer (2012, p. 166) observed amongst her own autonomous participants that their family situations encompass ‘vastly greater amount of geographical mobility on an intercontinental scale’. Hence, it is not solely David’s personal project that resonated with autonomous tendencies but also his natal context. 
David’s ‘back up’ plan in the case he was unsuccessful further evidenced his alignment with the autonomous mode. This was wholly focused on gaining the relevant experience to assist him in securing advantages in the future: ‘I mean like, If I don’t get in this year, I have a, hopefully I’ll be working for our performance if it goes well, and also hopefully as well, working with Michael Vaughn for Lord of the Flies. So that’s like, if I don’t get in I can do that and get more experience in Performing Arts, so I can, next year do more of that stuff and then try again later’ (Interview, September 2014). What distinguishes David from other forms of reflexivity here, such as meta-reflexivity, is his focus on heightening opportunities for career purposes as opposed to an intrinsic passion for the subject for example. This is not to deny that David did not have a passion for Performing Arts; he does express that he ‘loved’ performing arts as a child which encouraged him to pursue this route. Yet, his focus on career opportunities, securing advantage to achieve these and his plans to pursue employment abroad all resonate more closely with the autonomous reflexive.

Autonomous
During the second phase, very little has changed in David’s post-FE plans and reflexive mode. Much of his comments here add additional weight to his autonomous reflexive tendencies. David has developed his plans further for the future and now intends to enter teaching after a number of years in the Performing Arts industry; ‘I wanna go into industry and then years on, then I wanna teach. Not like go to a course where you’re gonna learn teaching straight away. That’s not what I wanna do’ (Interview, February 2015). In her empirical work, Archer (2012) observed that autonomous reflexive students were not intending to remain in the same career for more than five to ten years. Instead, they hoped to ‘establish themselves’ from the start in terms of material security and benefits.
Autonomous reflexives are attracted to competitive fields, where they ‘willingly exposed themselves to the stringent competition for entry’ (Archer 2012, p. 189). Whilst David is well aware that the Performing Arts industry in America is particularly competitive, this does not cause his personal project to waver: ‘It’s just getting work there. There’s like millions of people, more than in the UK, that want to do what I want to do. I mean like, there’s people from universities in England who went to America and got a job straight away. I don’t know if the fact of the accent? Like different accent? … But yeah, it’s the jobs’ (Interview, February 2015). 
In regards to his HE intentions, David deliberated whether to attend university or drama school, attempting to decipher which type of institution would prove to be the most beneficial for his future plans. He considers that if he should enter university, he will be able to continue pursuing his interests that lay outside the bounds of studying, such as playing football. This was as a result of universities having fewer contact hours than drama schools. Yet, he expressed that drama school would adequately provide advantages for his future: 
I’m thinking “Which course would give me the best option when I leave like drama school? Or have fun the most doing?” I wanna enjoy my life. So it’s like, it changes every week what I wanna do. Like last week I thought about if I go to my uni place, I can still carry on playing football as well as Performing Arts. I was like “That’s a plus, I wanna do that”. Then I thought “That’s not gonna give me anything for the future”. (Interview, February 2015)
The way that David prioritises drama school over continued involvement in his hobby as this will ‘give him something for the future’ further indicates his autonomous reflexive mode.			


Autonomous/meta
David had arrived at his final HE choice at this stage. Yet, his decisions and reasoning that led him to arrive at this choice is interesting in terms of the development of his reflexive mode. A strong association with the autonomous reflexive mode still remained which is sustained mainly through the way in which David hopes to establish wealth in the future. This future goal, he explains, is a result of not experiencing wealth in the past. This then arises from the economic constraints that have characterised his upbringing: ‘I wanna be average wealthy, you know… I’ve never experienced wealth’ (Interview, May 2015). This is further emphasised by his assertion that he would like to establish ‘fame’ in the future: ‘See I want a successful life, wealthy, successful life, a lot of work in the arts, I wanna be famous, I want to be famous, I’m not gonna lie… I want to have a successful life and you know have a wonderful family and a massive house’ (Interview, May 2015). David goes on to illustrate the importance of financial gains when asked how he would describe his ‘least ideal lifestyle’, to which he answered simply with ‘Broke’. Establishing wealth and success is not the only element of David’s narrative that exhibits autonomous reflexivity however. In contrast with his accounts in the previous phase in which David was willing to abandon his hobbies to progress to drama school, he explained that an advantage of his final university choice was that he could maintain involvement in such hobbies: 
I am happy with this choice, the reason being…
I am able to
Play football again
Do martial arts
Do gymnastics
And many more AS WELL AS STUDYING.  
(Diary, March 2015)
David also reiterated this point during his final interview: ‘I can literally continue doing things that I love like playing football, doing martial arts, gymnastics as well as studying so I’m not limited to doing one thing’ (Interview, May 2015). Archer (2012, p. 169) notes that amongst her own participants, autonomous reflexives had a ‘deep self investment in the practical order – in music, languages, competitive sports, car mechanics, cookery and property development’ which is precisely what David conveys here. Yet, Archer (2003, p. 213) explains that autonomous reflexives do not ‘place much of a premium on hobbies, holidays or homes and gardens’; they do not prioritise these over work for instance. David though as done precisely this; he placed enough importance on his hobbies to subsequently influence his choice of HEI, opting for a university over drama school. 
Surprisingly, David informed me that he had declined an offer of a scholarship to study at an American Liberal Arts University based in London that appeared to be in line with his personal project: ‘It’s in London, I thought *sigh* it’s an American school, but I like it but not as much as (Northern New University)… (Northern New University) was the better choice’ (Interview, May 2015). He elaborated that it was the aesthetic quality of his final choice that led him to this decision: ‘It’s just the university wasn’t nice. If you don’t feel it then I’m not gonna go there. At (the Northern New University), I wouldn’t go there if it was an ugly university, if it was nasty, but it’s beautiful and it’s just amazing’ (Interview, May 2015). Whilst attending an institution that is visually pleasing is clearly important to David, it may also have been more attractive due to his hopes of maintaining involvement in his hobbies. If he had attended the American Liberal Arts institution, he may have struggled to find the time for these due to the study requirements; ‘It’s a university that, you study your course but you also have to do History and Geography and Maths, English’ (Interview, May 2015). David had also realised that he disliked London after visiting to attend auditions, expressing an aversion to the size of the city and the busy atmosphere: ‘I don’t like big cities…it’s way too busy though, way too busy’ (Interview, May 2015). Therefore, a combination of the location, course demands and campus aesthetics resulted in leading David to his final choice of HEI. 
In this final phase, David interestingly contradicts the importance he had previously placed on monetary gains which is demonstrated in the following account of conversing with his parents about his future: ‘They’d be like “Oh I wish you did something else, a better job so you can just work and get a lot of money for it”. But like my teacher said today “I’m not doing it for getting rich from the money but getting rich from my soul”’ (Interview, May 2015). Here, David appears to agree with his teacher’s comment regarding pursuing Performing Arts to ‘get rich from the soul’, prioritising intrinsic benefits over material and financial advantages which is more in line with the meta-reflexive mode. David’s agreement with the former part of the quote, that he is not doing it to ‘get rich’ financially, negates the intense focus that he has placed on achieving wealth throughout the research. Yet, it is possible that David encountered this realisation during the interview as a result of being prompted to reflect on his reasons motivating his future intentions. Therefore, David appears to be beginning to form a meta-reflexive mode in relation to considering his motivations and priorities. 
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Meta/communicative
In the first phase of the research, Erin hopes to become a Nurse before eventually progressing to Midwifery as a postgraduate: ‘I’ve always wanted to do something medical… in the end I wanna be a Midwife, but I wanna like be a Nurse first so then if I didn’t like, like being a Midwife, I’ve got summat to fall back on’ (Interview, June 2014). These plans have emerged from a desire to enter a ‘rewarding’ profession which Erin feels Nursing and/or Midwifery will provide; she explains this when discussing the television programme ‘One Born Every Minute’: ‘I just love the thought of like, like, obviously not the blood, guts and gore that’s happening, but afterwards like, how she’s got a baby and they’re all happy families. Well, usually happy families and all that, and I just think it’d be a really rewarding job’ (Focus group, June 2014). Erin also reflects positively upon her own and family’s experience of receiving treatment from the NHS which has motivated her to work in a caring role: 
I dislocated my knee like a couple of year ago, and I absolutely loved the paramedic I had, and I was just like all the way there, I was like “I wanna do like something like your job” and like when my Great Nan went into hospital, like the Nurses like, she couldn’t say a bad word about them, and it’s just like that’s the kind of stuff like I wanna be like. Like no one can say a bad word about you, cos you’ve like cared for them as much as you can and stuff. (Focus group, June 2014). 
Erin’s attraction to the health care profession for personal fulfilment indicates a desire to be in receipt of ‘intrinsic’ benefits as opposed to extrinsic i.e. material goods and monetary rewards conveys the meta-reflexive mode (Archer, 2012). 
Erin goes on to explain that she had originally hoped to become a GP, but encountered constraints in terms of her GCSE attainment which were realised when enrolling to her FEC: 
So when I came here you brought all your results and everything, and I didn’t realise that your GCSEs, if you wanted to go to like, medical, like a medical degree, that you needed like all A’s at your GCSEs. So I handed her (the tutor) my results and she was like “oh what are you wanting to be?” and I said I wanted to be like a GP and she went “You’re not gonna be” [laughs]. I was like “Why?” and she went “You (haven’t) got good enough GCSEs, there’s no way that you’re getting accepted”. (Interview, June 2014)
Consequently, Erin repositioned her personal project to pursue Nursing. While her narrative did not reveal why she wanted to become a GP, her dedication to enter the health care profession even after encountering this constraint indicates the sincerity behind her reasoning to enter a career that is intrinsically rewarding. Archer (2007, p. 98) suggests that meta-reflexives are willing to ‘pay the price’ of social constraints to ‘live out their ideal’. This is illustrated in Erin’s response to these attainment constraints in that she did not dramatically alter her personal project to a different career. Instead, she opted to enter the health care profession via a role that does not hold the prestige or status of her previous consideration of becoming a GP which still allows her to ‘live out her ideal’ of helping others. 
The manner in which Erin conducted her internal conversation coincided with the communicative reflexive mode in that, she made her HE decisions by speaking about these with her mother: ‘I find usually I get muddled in my own head, like “Oh this uni’s good but this one does this” and all this. So like to actually get it out and like, mum helps me lay it all out and like see what exactly I want, so she’s helped me narrow my choices down a lot’ (Interview, June 2014). As Archer (2012, p. 127) explains, communicative reflexives make and confirm decisions by conversing with ‘similar and familiar’ interlocutors. Here, Erin explains that doing this has helped her to ‘narrow down’ her HE decisions, but she does not provide any insights as to whether this tendency to speak with others about her plans for action extends beyond choosing a HEI. 

Meta 
During the second phase of the research, Erin continued to depict meta-reflexive tendencies in relation to her future career and aspirations to travel. Erin had recently decided to include a HEI located in London in her university choices. When I commented upon the distance between London and her home locality, she explained that she would someday like to move to America which had led her to consider institutions further afield: ‘I don’t know, I think you’ve got to venture out a bit. I mean when I’m older I want to move to like America. I think there’s no point staying in one place. You’ve got the whole world to explore’ (Interview, October 2014). Unlike those expressing autonomous reflexivity, Erin does not strive to travel for career purposes. Instead, she frames this as ‘exploration’ conveying a willingness to embrace new experiences which is in line with the meta-reflexive mode (Archer, 2012).

Throughout the summer vacation, Erin recorded various entries in her diary where she articulated anxieties over her AS-level examination results. In the following, she expresses that she does not want to ‘give up on her dream’ if her level of attainment is lower than expected: ‘I’m really starting to worry now! I don’t want to have to give up on my dream of helping people just because I can’t do chemistry’ (Diary entry, August 2014). The way that Erin refers to ‘helping people’ as her ‘dream’ here further accentuates her intrinsic motivations to pursue a career in health care, indicating that her meta-reflexive tendencies are still present. Unfortunately, she was displeased with her results: 
So I’ve been…That was definitely a kick up the arse. I didn’t even want to take them home.
Psychology – B, Biology- B, Maths- U, Chemistry- U.
I’m not too sure what I am going to do. I’m going into college to see my tutor soon to discuss it all.
One thing I do know, is that I do not want to endure another year of AS Chemistry. 
(Diary entry, August 2014)
Despite Erin’s initial concerns that a low grade in Chemistry may mean that she would have to ‘give up her dream’, this was not the case. She had meetings with her tutors and made an arrangement to continue her AS-levels in Biology and Psychology to A-Level and replace Maths and Chemistry with two new AS-levels: ‘As of now, I am continuing my A2 Biology, picking up AS Health and Social Care and AS ICT. Then in the second year I will have finished my Biology A-level and I’ll continue my A2 Psychology as well as Health and Social and ICT. This way I’ll come out of college with four A-levels!’ (Diary entry, August 2014). This meant that Erin was required to remain at college for one extra year. 

Meta/communicative
In this phase, Erin still exhibited meta-reflexive tendencies but communicative tendencies also began to emerge in her narrative. Erin had altered her personal project slightly since the previous phase. After arranging to remain in FE for one extra year to increase her grades, she notes the following in her diary: 

I CAN BE A MIDWIFE !!!!
The more I thought about Nursing, the more I wanted to be a Midwife instead and what I’ve realised is that failing last year has actually let me do that!
Grades for Midwifery after completing the Realising Opportunities scheme I’m on is BBB/BBC compared to BCC for Nursing. So with Math and Chemistry I honestly did not believe I could achieve that. But now with my new courses which I am enjoying so much more, I think I could get the grades to be a Midwife!
I am enjoying college so much more already! 
(Diary entry, September 2014)
Changing her A-level subjects has therefore expanded Erin’s choices. Her initial plan was to study for a degree in Adult Nursing and then progress to Midwifery as a postgraduate. The Realising Opportunities scheme that Erin is engaged in reduces the grade requirements for Russell Group institutions. She feels that meeting the requirements of alternative offers are possible to accomplish now that she is studying new subjects. Erin therefore challenged the constraints of her low levels of prior attainment by arranging to extend her studies whilst taking advantage of the enablements that the realising Opportunities scheme offered her to gain access to her preferred undergraduate degree course. Yet, the notion of challenging constraints and taking advantage of enablements is associated with the autonomous reflexive mode (Archer, 2012). Whilst it is tempting to suggest that Erin’s reflexive mode is now beginning to resemble autonomous tendencies, I contend that she did not intentionally do this. For instance, she did not previously consider that changing the composition of her A-level subjects would allow her to enter a Midwifery degree. Rather, when she made this arrangement with the college, her intentions were to still progress to a degree in Adult Nursing which harboured lower entry requirements. She had also been involved in the Realising Opportunities scheme prior to volunteering her participation in the research; this was not, for instance, a recent development following the receipt of her AS-level grades. Therefore, she did not strategically challenge these constraints and take advantage of enablements. Instead, she realised the positive impact of her decisions to remain in FE after these had been made. 
Erin continues to position intrinsic benefits of her chosen career as the most important consideration:
ZB: And what would you say would be your least ideal lifestyle?
Erin: Probably not being able to achieve what I want. Like if I couldn’t get into Midwifery and I ended up like doing something that I didn’t enjoy. I think as long as you enjoy your job, it don’t really matter about anything else. 
(Interview, January 2015)
Erin regards ‘enjoyment’ of her aspired career as of pivotal importance. Extrinsic advantages, such as financial or material gains, continue to remain absent in her narrative. 
Although her meta-reflexive mode remains unchanged, some elements of communicative reflexivity begin to emerge. Erin begins to consider having a family in the future in addition to her career. She expresses a desire to reproduce what she regards as more equal gender roles exhibited by her parents’ relationship if she were to get married: 
I think I’d quite like, to be lik,e just be able to stand on your own two feet rather than like relying on someone. So I’d like to be that. But I’d like to also like have a husband and kids and all that like family kind of stuff [laughs]… I mean my mum doesn’t particularly rely on my dad, like she has like, they each have their own money and that’s what I kinda like. Obviously they have like a shared bank account as well but, it’s like they have the ability to do what they want, separately as well as together. So, that’s good, that’s the kinda thing I want. You’re not constantly bound to have to do something just because the other one wants it. (Interview, January 2015) 
Archer (2012, p. 99) comments that communicative reflexives ‘recognize the value of what their parents have generated… This recognition means respect for the relational goods produced and a concern for the preservation and prolongation of this worth’. Erin certainly appears to want to preserve the dynamics between her parents in her own potential future relationship. It is this perspective of her natal context that contrasts with the meta-reflexive mode; meta-reflexives are instead ‘negatively evaluative of the parental relationships experienced at home’ (Archer 2012, p. 209). This subsequently inspires meta-reflexives to seek ‘otherness’ in relation to their natal context. Archer (2012) reports that amongst her own communicative reflexive participants, these ‘identifiers’ with the natal context tended to remain at home or close to home during their HE studies. 
This leads me to address a development in Erin’s consideration of HE choices. In the second phase, Erin commented that she had decided to apply to an institution in London. In this phase however, this had changed due to financial constraints:
ZB: Last time you were looking in London weren’t you as well?
Erin: Yeah, (London Russell group)
ZB: How is that going?
Erin: I’d love to, but we were looking at the finance side of it and for a year at the student accommodation, it was like seven grand and cos obviously with Midwifery I need to be there longer than like most people, and the grant that I’d get based on my mum and dad’s salary was 62 hundred or something. So it’d be like 800 I need to put in myself, I’d then need to eat. I couldn’t get a job because obviously I’d be on placement. So I think the practicality of it wasn’t necessarily there. 
(Interview, January 2015)
Hence, Erin had established that residing in London would result in her encountering a shortfall with the funds available to her through student finance and the cost of accommodation. This realisation could potentially explain the occurrence of communicative reflexive tendencies in her narrative in that, Erin may now feel limited to institutions that are closer to home. This may subsequently lead her to identify more with her natal context. The other HEIs that she was considering at this stage are both one hour away from her home, but she does not cite such choices as being made based on distance. Erin does however recite a conversation in which her mother expressed excitement at being able to visit her with ease:
She’s like “If you go to (Northern City), me and your dad’ll come up and we’ll  bring food for you and we’ll take you out for dinner so you’re not hungry”. Or like if I go to (alternative Northern City), cos my dad’s a big (City Football Club) supporter, and so she was like “Oh you can meet your dad after he’s finished his game and he can bring you your food” and stuff like that. (Interview, January 2015)
Therefore, whilst Erin does not explicitly mention distance being an influential factor in her institutional choices, reciting this conversation with her mother does highlight an expectation that she will still be invested and engaged with her natal context whilst pursuing her HE studies. It may be the case that the financial constraints that she has experienced in accessing a HEI a considerable distance away from her home has resulted in a shift towards communicative reflexivity; she begins to consider the way in which a nearby institution can allow her to remain involved with her natal context. Trying to establish a sense of ‘otherness’ (a feature of meta-reflexivity) in terms of potentially attending a HEI far away from home has not been possible which consequently leads her to become an ‘identifier’ with her natal context (typical of the communicative reflexive mode).
Yet, Erin still does intend to move to America one day which is consistent with her intentions expressed in the previous phase. She specifies now though that she would like to reside in Ohio: ‘I quite like Ohio, I don’t know why. I don’t know I just, you see like pictures of it and stuff like that and it just looks really nice. So such a random place to say I want to go, but its cos like it’s still quite like here’ (Interview, January 2015). Whilst this continues to illustrate her meta-reflexive intentions of gaining new experiences, she now expresses that she feels drawn to this particular state in America as she feels it is ‘quite like here’. A ‘collision’ of sorts between the meta and communicative mode is evident here; whilst Erin still hopes to move to a new country to embrace new experiences, she has selected a location that she feels is similar to her home town. 
During the final interview, Erin’s dual reflexive ‘meta/communicative’ mode remains stable. Her meta-reflexive mode was still dominant in terms of her passion for pursuing a Midwifery degree to which she provides further reflections as to what instilled this passion:

It’s always been kind of a passion to be able to help people and stuff, and like, like there’s like a few people in my family that have had like heart attacks and stuff like that. So like I’ve seen like the help that they’ve got and they’ve always come round saying like “Oh she were great, she helped me”. My mum had an issue before she had me and my brother with one of her pregnancies, and she would always tell me how great this Midwife was and stuff and I don’t know. It’s just nice to think that someone could go home one day after having a baby and say like “Erin- my Midwife, was like amazing” do you know what I mean? It’d just be really nice. (Interview, May 2015)

Erin’s explanation of her mother’s prior pregnancy complications is similar to those reflections upon her own and her Great Nan’s experiences with health care professionals that she referred to in the initial phase. The way that Erin locates the inspiration for her passion of helping others in her natal context provides a sufficient reason as to why meta and communicative modes appear to intersect in her reflexivity. Her passion and intrinsic interest demonstrates meta-reflexive tendencies whilst her identification with her natal context and fond perceptions of her parent’s relationship expressed previously are more in line with the communicative mode (Archer, 2012). Hence, Erin’s positive relationship with her natal context along with her relatives’ experiences with the health care system inspired her to want to help others. 
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Autonomous/meta
Prior to the start of the research, Evelynn stated that she had altered her decision to study a degree in English Literature to Geography. She explained that the reasons for this change consisted of there being clearer routes into employment with a Geography degree, as well as having more passion for this subject: ‘There was a month, a few weeks where I was contemplating Nursing, and then English Literature for a while. But then, I didn’t really think there was much you could do with an English Literature degree … I think Geography’d be better, and I enjoy that more as well’. Such an approach to her aspired educational trajectory reflects both autonomous and meta-reflexive tendencies. For instance, the consideration of career progression and opting for, in Evelynn’s view, the more ‘employable’ option portrays an autonomous method of thinking in attempting to adapt to the situational logic of opportunity. Evelynn also depicts globalised employment tendencies when considering entering a Geography related career which is again, typical of the autonomous reflexive mode: ‘I’ve always wanted to travel and, I think it’s a good degree to do and you can like, a lot of the work is quite hands on when you’re going to work in after university’. However, Evelynn’s reflexive mode becomes less distinctive when she describes her intrinsic interest of Geography: 
I think though like, even stuff like just watching TV programmes about like Geographers, and just when you’re like out places and you’re like, like knowing that I’m interested in like looking at things and being like “Oh how was that formed?” like when I’m in the Lake District and stuff. (Focus group, June 2014) 
Having such an intrinsic interest in the subject is more indicative of meta-reflexivity (Archer, 2012). Though, Evelynn further strengthens her representation of the autonomous reflexive mode when she deliberates her future career path. Evelynn hopes to change her career path in the future, which again resonates with autonomous tendencies: ‘I definitely wanna get more education and be able to like, get higher in careers and change it from time to time without having to stick in just one job’. In Archer’s (2012) empirical work, she highlights that autonomous reflexive participants did not plan to remain within one career for the entirety of their working lives. Evelynn hence presents both autonomous and meta-reflexive tendencies here; her self-proclaimed passion for Geography reflects meta-reflexivity, but her motivations to opt for a degree subject that she feels will make her more employable and provide her with access to a flexible career is more closely aligned with the autonomous mode. 

Meta
By the second phase of the research very little had changed in Evelynn’s plans. She echoed autonomous tendencies when discussing her UCAS personal statement, explaining that she had undergone a process of selecting specific experiences to ensure that she marketed herself effectively for her Geography degree place: 
I’ve put about Duke of Edinburgh cos I did that, cos it’s like a Geography degree, similar. I’ve wrote about, I’ve wrote about my Realising Opportunities … I’ve put about like my favourite part of geography and made sure that that links into, I’ve checked with all the universities. (Interview, September 2014). 
By citing an extra curricula activity related to Geography, the Realising Opportunities scheme she has taken part in and ensuring that her interests within the discipline are apparent, Evelynn conveys a strategic approach to self-marketing. 
This aside, Evelynn illustrates more meta-reflexive tendencies towards the end of this phase, particularly in her diary. Evelynn wrote of her hopes to travel frequently, detailing her desire to travel to the US following her degree: ‘Before settling down in to a full time job + in effect joining the ‘adult world’ I really want to spend at least a month out in the US. I know pretty much every place I want to go’ (Diary, October 2014). Whilst Archer (2012) proposes that travel is associated with autonomous reflexives, this is only in regards to ‘globalised employment tendencies’ rather than travelling for interest, pleasure or adventure. Evelynn, does wish to work in the US, but has an interest in travelling here before entering employment rather than travelling to secure employment. Hence, this contrasts with her narrative in the first phase where she suggested that a career in Geography would enable her to travel. 
Evelynn’s diary entries progressively become more expressive of meta-reflexive tendencies as her passion for her chosen discipline begins to outweigh the advantages of becoming more employable. She begins to express excitement solely at the prospect of studying a Geography degree: ‘I’m so excited about studying Geography though and going to university open days makes me realise just how much I can’t wait to study it full-time!!!’ (Diary, September 2014). Evelynn also recorded her positive experience of an interview for one of her HE choices and expresses that ‘It was actually really nice to be able to spend ten minutes talking to a Geography lecturer about my interests within the subject!’ (Diary, December 2014). Archer (2012) explains that for meta-reflexives, studying an area that they are passionate about is an ‘end in itself’ pursued on the basis of intrinsic interests rather than for the purpose of obtaining extrinsic benefits. Again, the way in which Evelynn refers to her interest in her discipline more intently later in this phase rather than focusing on career advantages demonstrates a closer relationship with meta-reflexivity.

Meta/autonomous
Autonomous tendencies return in Evelynn’s narrative during this later phase. However, they now appear to be somewhat equally balanced with meta-reflexive tendencies. This was conveyed via Evelynn’s planned trajectory for the more distant future. One of her proposed plans is to ‘Just travel and go in between jobs for a bit’ before settling down: ‘I think by the time I’m thirty I’d like to have like settled down but up until that, I’m quite happy to go and just travel and go in between jobs for a bit. But I don’t know what I wanna do when I settle down’ (Focus group, February 2015). She reverts back to expressing ‘globalised employment tendencies’ here and refers to the autonomous-reflexive tendency to embark on a career change once security has been established. Evelynn however does not present a desire for ‘luxury’ that is typical of autonomous reflexivity. Instead, she explains that: ‘Yeah I’m not bothered about being rich, but I just don’t want to have to worry about it. Like I don’t, I’m not like looking for like a mansion cos I don’t think that’s like achievable. But I just don’t want to be tight, I want to be able to go on holiday and stuff’ (Interview, February 2015). Evelynn therefore clarifies that while she does not wish to obtain an expensive lifestyle, she hopes to establish a comfortable financial situation. 
She goes on to consider pursuing postgraduate study purely for the enjoyment of studying rather than for a competitive advantage in the employment market: ‘I kinda wanna do a masters and then I’ll probably wanna do a PhD cos I just like studying’ (Interview, February 2015). Yet, Evelynn comments in her diary that undertaking postgraduate study will enhance her career opportunities: ‘I am very sure that I want to continue my study after my undergraduate degree, which will definitely mean opportunities in researching will be opened up to me’ (Diary entry, February 2015). 
Since Evelynn consistently cites both career advantages and an intrinsic passion for Geography as her motivations to enter HE throughout the research, it is difficult to ascertain whether she places her passion before associated careers or vice versa. In the first phase, Evelynn explained how she opted to apply to study Geography at HE level as she concluded that English Literature did not offer clear career progression routes. Throughout the second phase, her passion for the subject was more apparent, and autonomous tendencies were minimal. Towards the end of the research though, her passion for studying as ‘an end in itself’ is still present, but is expressed alongside deliberations over the career advantages that a Geography degree and postgraduate study will provide her with. I propose that whilst Evelynn may have initially pursued a Geography degree for its career advantages, that her passion for the subject became genuinely heightened over time. Her passion subsequently became balanced with considerations of the extrinsic gains that her degree qualification would provide later on. 
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Autonomous/meta
During the first stage of the research, John demonstrated a combination of autonomous and meta-reflexive tendencies when deliberating his personal project. Autonomous reflexivity dominated his narrative in terms of placing a high degree of importance on the receipt of financial gains which he felt a degree would provide him with: ‘Quite frankly, it’d be whatever gives me a better wage. That’s it, if I get a better wage that’s all I’m fussed for at the minute’ (Interview, June 2014). This is further emphasised by the way in which John was tentative of pursuing more education after completing his post-16 studies, but was adamant that the effort would be ‘worth it’ for the financial benefits: 
If I can get through that and then, then bounce off into a decent paid job then  think it’d be, I’ll look back and think that was actually worth it, them few years of me bitching and moaning about being poor then next thing you know you’ve got a decent wage, you’ve got a decent job. (Interview, June 2014)
John also provides a lot of attention to progressing to HE as a way of achieving independence through leaving the family home. What is particularly interesting is that John seems to want to enforce independence on himself to be accountable for his own actions: 
Just the independence really, I think it’d be good. I wouldn’t want to go to uni in (hometown) cos I could stay at home and live with my dad and sponge, and I don’t want to do that. I want to go far away and be on my own and, if I do make a bit of a balls up of it then, I know it’s my fault for, cos then it’s like me, cos I’m an independent. I don’t like to think that, like he’s supporting me or anything. I want to know I can do it for myself. (Interview, June 2014)
Archer (2012) explains that autonomous reflexives have typically experienced enforced independence in the family home where they have been required to take on adult responsibilities. They are also often in receipt of ‘mixed messages’ which disallows contextual continuity in their natal context. John did not mention undertaking such adult responsibilities at home, but did refer to the receipt of mixed messages from his father regarding HE progression: ‘So, my minds always like, one minute I don’t want to go, then I do and then I’m not sure whether my parents actually want me to go or not to be honest. Like dad’s always like “Don’t do what-I should have gone to university and I’m gonna make you go!” and then I say “Oh I’m off, I’m planning my universities” and he’s like “Oh that’s good”. It’s like, he could put more of an effort into it’ (Interview, June 2014). John’s frustration at the initial encouragement from his father followed by what he perceives as ambivalence may have led to enforced independence which he wishes to strengthen and sustain by leaving home for HE. 
Aside from placing importance on financial gains, there were some elements of meta-reflexivity in John’s narrative when considering his motivations for his potential future career in nursing. This was evident through his positive reflections upon working in a field where you can help others: ‘I suppose it’d be the satisfaction as well, the self-satisfaction that I’m actually helping people. Especially in mental health because some people, you know, you could be stopping them from going off and committing suicide or something. And it’s just, I don’t know, I think it’s really nice to think that you could stop that happening’ (Interview, June 2014). He elaborated that he has a specific interest in Mental Health Nursing due to his own personal experiences: ‘That’s what I seem most interested in. Just because, I suffer a little bit and most of my friends, and I seem to attract people that have mental health problems whether its depression or bi polar or just anything really, but I’ve suffered with that as well so I know exactly how it feels’ (Interview, June 2014). John’s motivation to pursue a career in Nursing to help others is more characteristic of meta-reflexivity in that he is attracted to intrinsic rewards such as ‘self-satisfaction’ for instance. However, Archer (2007, p. 98) explains that meta-reflexives that they are willing to sacrifice benefits from enablements and ‘pay the price’ of constraints in pursuing their ideal. For John though, he prioritises monetary motivations over ‘living out an ideal’ to help others. His ‘ideal’ is instead to enter a career for financial benefits with the intrinsic benefits of helping others being a ‘bonus’: ‘I mean I know I’d enjoy it so, if, if I enjoy it and I’m getting paid to do it, it’s just a bit of a bonus really’ (Interview, June 2014). 
Despite the above account depicting a commitment to progress to HE, John explained that he was uncertain about whether to continue with his education or enter the employment market upon the completion of his BTEC: 
At the minute I’m not sure. I know that I definitely want to go into Care, and whether I go onto university and train to be a Nurse or, if I jump straight in to being a Care Assistant in Residential Care and then I’m not sure on that yet. I’m still a bit iffy… if I get offered a place at uni I can have the choice whether to say “No I want to go and work” or “Yes I do want to carry on”. At the minute, like it’s completely 50 50. I just don’t know at all. (Interview, June 2014)
John’s uncertainty is due to an aversion to remaining in education as he describes it as ‘patronising’ and voiced frustration that there is ‘no money involved’ in studying (Interview, October 2014). However, he speculated that if he were to enter employment, he may be constrained later in terms of career progression: ‘It’d be easy to just say, to (the) tutor now, just say “I’m finishing at end of year with half my qualification and I’m going to get a job” and then, realising I can’t really climb any higher than being in the system or something. It’d just, I think that’d bum me out’ (interview, October 2014). 
Although John’s narrative at the time of his first interview appeared to prioritise financial gains over an intrinsic motivation to help others, his prior trajectory suggests that this intrinsic motivation, typical of meta-reflexivity, is what inspired him to enter his present BTEC course. John recited that he had had a long and complicated educational trajectory. He had previously started studying A-levels in a sixth form before dropping out and taking a painting and decorating course at a different FEC. He explained that he enrolled on to the painting and decorating course as a friend encouraged him to pursue this with him. After finishing his first year, he subsequently dropped out of this too. Following these experiences, he attempted to gain entry to a programme with the police but was rejected. He explains that he wanted to enter a course which would allow him to help people. After his rejection from the police, he felt that working in health was a suitable option: ‘I used to want to be a Police Officer. So I went on to apply for the Explorers Programme… But I didn’t get onto that and I thought if I can’t get into that I want to do something where I can help people and, I don’t want to be running into burning buildings and stuff so that puts being in fire department out of way. And I thought well, there’s Nursing or being a Paramedic or something. So I thought, “Right, I’ll have a look and see what I can do”’ (Interview, June 2014). 


Autonomous
At this stage, John had made the definite decision to progress to HE and had further refined his personal project. These developments began to represent a strengthening of John’s autonomous reflexive mode. Since the last phase, John had decided to apply to a university in Australia which was inspired by having a family member residing there: ‘I guess I was probably just looking on Facebook and saw my aunty posted something or summat and thought “Oh I wouldn’t mind going over there and studying over there”’ (Interview, October 2014). This also led John to consider working abroad in the future: ‘I really would love to be able to get there and you know, cos I ultimately do want to be a Nurse abroad’ (Interview, October 2014). His intentions of establishing ‘globalised employment’ conveys the emergence of another autonomous reflexive tendency (Archer, 2012). John also explained how he had considered studying in America, but he perceived Australia as a safer option due to having family residing there: ‘I’d like to do it in America as well but I don’t know anyone in America. So I would just be on my own, and if summat does go a bit wrong, it’s not like I can just run along to some family or something. Whereas in (Australian City), I’ve got loads of family there, so I can go, at least I can still see them’ (Interview, October 2014). This aspect of familiarity appears to work in enabling him to perceive Australia as a suitable option for HE study.
John demonstrates a high level of determination to accomplish his aim of pursuing his studies abroad, explaining that he would decline offers from UK institutions if he were to secure a place in Australia even if he was required to gain further work experience: ‘If I got five unconditional offers from all the ones I’d chosen and an offer from like Australia, but say you had to take a year out and do a bit of voluntary work, I’d say “Right, wipe (my) UCAS stuff I’m taking a year out, I’m gonna do all that work and I’m off to Australia”’ (Interview, October 2014). 
This directs me to discuss another feature of the autonomous reflexive mode that John exhibits. When discussing his HE applications, John conveys competitive and strategic tendencies to assist him in achieving acceptance. He was preparing to conduct one of his BTEC work placements abroad in Denmark which he felt would be beneficial in bolstering his university application: ‘I’m hoping, you know, with going abroad and everything to Denmark that it sort of shows, you know it sort of pushes a bit more that I’ve got the experience’ (Interview, October 2014). They way John explains how this experience would be valuable in marketing himself effectively depicts the strategic tendencies associated with autonomous reflexivity. This is further demonstrated by John’s back-up plan of working in the health care field should he not secure a place this year; he felt that engaging in this would provide him with marketable experience to use in subsequent applications: ‘If that, I’ll do some voluntary work wherever I can and if I can get even like a job in care like, a full-time job, I’ll do that for a year and say that I’ve got all these hours under my belt now and I’ll just reapply again next year’ (Interview, October 2014). 
It is worth noting here that John’s personal project altered at this stage. Whilst he initially wanted to be a Mental Health Nurse, he had now decided to become a Nurse in a hospital setting after an enjoyable placement in A & E: ‘I want to be based in A and E, cos we did a work placement, it was when term started … it was just really really busy like. There was not a minute that you could step back, like everyone always wanted something which was completely different … I think, to be a Nurse in A & E where you’ve got to think on your feet, you’ve got to deal with the pressure and not like start ripping your hair out and everything. It appeals to me I guess’ (Interview, October 2014). 
Again, considerations of financial gains appear alongside this change in which John declared that he is ‘motivated by money’:  ‘(I’m) sort of motivated by money I guess. I want to be up there, I want to be able to say “I want that right, I can get that now” and you know, live somewhere decent and not in a little crappy estate in (hometown)’. This motivation, as noted previously, does represent autonomous reflexive tendencies. However, John goes on to comment quite critically on those that enter the health care profession solely for financial benefits which contradicts his previous point: ‘You can get some Nurses who just do not care at all. They’re just literally doing it because it pays the bills, and that’s just, you shouldn’t be allowed to be a Nurse if that’s what you’re doing. You’ve got to want to care about people and yeah. I guess that’s what I’d like to do’ (Interview, October 2014). I reason that John’s meta-reflexive tendencies provided his inspiration to pursue this particular career which will eventually provide him with the financial advantages to satisfy his autonomous urges. 

Autonomous/ communicative
John continues to illustrate autonomous reflexive tendencies throughout the latter stages of the research. These emerged when considering his lifestyle in the distant future and also via reflections upon establishing independence. When asked about his ideal future lifestyle, John’s explanations continued to convey material and monetary orientated motivations: ‘Just money. As long as I’ve got a decent wage and you know, somewhere decent to live, good weather, then I’ll be happy. As long as the job itself is exciting, I’d be happy’ (Interview, January 2015). In her empirical work with university students, Archer (2012, p. 189) explains that the autonomous reflexive participants are those which are ‘most concerned to achieve earnings capable of sustaining an expensive lifestyle’ as well as ‘those who find excitement in this type of working environment (compared with academia, which they universally reject)’. Archer’s former point regarding the prioritisation of achieving earnings is reflected in John’s narrative here. The latter, regarding striving for an exciting working environment, again corresponds with John’s goal; he contrasts the working environment of an A & E department, which he had previously described as incredibly busy, with his experiences of assisting in Residential Care: ‘I want to be where (the) action is. I want to know that I can do something to actually make someone better instead of just sitting there, watching them pushing drugs into ‘em. It’s boring’ (Interview, January 2015). Hence, John highlights that working in a fast-paced environment is most attractive to him here, presenting similarities to the employment preferences of Archer’s (Ibid.) autonomous reflexive participants. John also explains that in working in A & E, he would be able to help others in a more practical way than he would in Residential Care- a comment that implies the presence of his prior meta-reflexive motivations. However, his concluding comment that Residential Care is ‘boring’ in comparison to the busy, exciting atmosphere of working in a hospital setting indicates autonomous reflexive tendencies ; helping others in this setting would provide him with the advantage of working in an exciting atmosphere, rather than an intrinsic sense of satisfaction and well-being derived from helping others alone. 

A notable development that occurred towards the end of the research was the impact of financial constraints on John’s HE intentions to study in Australia; ‘It’s just not financially doable… It was like 12 grand, 12 thousand dollars. That’s a year, just for the course’ (Interview January 2015). He further reiterates these financial obstacles in his diary: ‘Although I feel I could meet the entry requirements I’m unsure I could afford to study there as it’s a lot more expensive than here’ (Diary entry, May 2015). He also compares the financial constraints involved in studying abroad with the enablement of NHS funding provided for courses in health disciplines in the UK. He notes in his diary how he is now going to submit an application for UK HEIs instead: ‘I need to decide on final unis for the UK and make some final amendments to my personal statement’ (Diary entry, December 2014).
Encountering these financial constraints had then led him to consider alternative avenues of obtaining a degree by applying to UK HEIs. Following the submission of his UCAS application, John’s encountered further hurdles when he was not accepted by four of his five choices. John was unsuccessful in the mathematics assessment at one institution and at another he did not pass the interview stage. In regards to his remaining choices, one HEI rejected him at the application stage whilst another offered him a different degree course in Health and Social Care instead of Nursing which he did not want to pursue. John had one final application outstanding but chose to withdraw this before receiving an response. His decision to do this was accelerated by economic pressures that his father was facing. Once John explained that once he left full-time education, his father would be eligible to pay an increased amount of council tax, and that the state benefits he received for John would be stopped: 
The minute I leave college, I live with my dad and (the) council tax goes up and he’ll stop getting benefits for me as well. And you know, I can’t have him paying that when I’m not making any money and I refuse to go on (the) dole or anything. I want to be in work’ (Interview, May 2015). 
Here, John exhibits a departure from an eagerness to establish independence which he articulated in the first phase, to wanting to remain involved in his natal context to support his father which is indicative of communicative reflexivity. Furthermore, Archer (2012) describes how communicative reflexives leave structural constraints unchallenged which subsequently leads to social reproduction. John does not consider the option of finding work whilst leaving his final university application outstanding until he receives a response; there was a possibility that he could have received an acceptance had he done this.
John’s overarching personal project has not altered despite the constraints he experienced; he explains that if an opportunity arose abroad, he would keenly pursue it: ‘I’d still look at going abroad. It’s still there in (the) back of my mind if something crops up like in Australia where my family live then I’d snap their hand off to go’ (Interview, May 2015). His longer-term plans depict a strategic approach to achieve HE progression. John explained both in his diary and in interview that he hopes that gaining more experience in the labour market will assist him in creating a stronger university application in the future: ‘I’ve withdrawn my UCAS as I didn’t want to be waiting around. I’ve decided it would be better for me to gain experience first and then retry for uni at a later date’ (Diary entry, April 2015). John intends to work until he is 25 before submitting another application, a time span of 5 years. He believes that in doing this, he will be looked upon favourably by HEIs as his experience will outweigh his academic attainment: ‘Till about maybe 24, 25, when uni will sorta stop looking at your grades and start looking at your experience…I want them to look and think “Oh he’s got four years of working and experience with this so of course he’d be alright for Nursing” (Interview, May 2015). In proposing a strategic plan to accomplish his goals, John expresses autonomous reflexive features.


[bookmark: _Toc477643263]Juliette
Personal project: To become an A-level Sociology teacher
(3rd phase) 
Meta
(2nd phase) 
Meta
(1st phase) 
Meta




Meta
Juliette depicts strong meta-reflexive tendencies throughout the entirety of the research. This is related to the high level of passion she has for both Sociology and teaching. Her passion for Sociology was instilled from her first encounter with the subject during her A-level studies: ‘I’d never done Sociology before A-Levels but I’ve found I have a large interest in the subject and I’m actually quite good at it. I enjoy earning and expanding my knowledge on society, and I love to teach it’ (Diary entry, June 2014). Throughout the summer months, Juliette volunteered at her FEC in assisting with Sociology ‘taster days’ for school pupils. She provides much attention in describing how she immensely enjoyed the experience of teaching Sociology: 
Today I spent the day with (Sociology teacher) and (another teacher) helping out in Sociology. Some of the year 10’s/ 11’s didn’t seem really interested but most of them were great, they loved it!
I really enjoyed watching (Sociology teacher) and (other teacher) teach – It made me wanna get up and have a go! It doesn’t matter how many times I sit in and watch them teach the same lesson, it never gets old! 
I definitely want to teach Sociology- I love it! 
(Diary entry, June 2014)
Archer (2012) explains that one of the features of meta-reflexivity is that intrinsic interests, values and causes provide the foundation for plans for action. This is precisely what Juliette demonstrates here in expressing that she ‘loves’ the idea of teaching a subject that she has such a ‘large interest’ in. 
It quickly becomes apparent that Juliette’s natal context shares the same characteristics with what Archer (2012) regards as common features of the autonomous reflexive’s background. Archer (Ibid., p. 168) explains that autonomous reflexives are in receipt of mixed messages from their, usually separated parents, resulting in their child to encounter contextual incongruity in the home:
[E]ach parent is more preoccupied with himself and herself…than concerned with self-investment in the family relationship and its well-being…From the point of view of their children this implies that they have to engage with two separate (if not separated) people…such parents are purveyors of mixed messages – or messages that don’t mix – meaning that contextual incongruity is encountered within the family by their children.
Furthermore, Archer (2012) notes that autonomous reflexives have typically undertaken some form of adult domestic responsibility in the family home which then leads them to become ‘enforced independents’: ‘all of these young people had independence thrust upon them, such that they could be called “enforced independents” even whilst living at home…common exemplifications are children assuming domestic responsibilities that are usually associated with adult roles’ (Archer 2012, p. 168). Juliette conveys each of these features in the following when discussing her family’s responses to her personal project of becoming a Sociology teacher:
My mother wants me to study closer to home so I can still help out around the house – coming from a single parent family with three siblings has proven a tad bit difficult. My nan thinks (Northern City) is a good distance but thinks I should make a back-up plan just in case I get ‘bored’ of Sociology. My dad doesn’t have anything to do with me any more so his opinion certainly doesn’t matter – however, he doesn’t think I’ll stick to teaching. (Diary entry, July)
Here, Juliette expresses that her parents and also her Nan convey mixed messages in response to her plans; her mother wants Juliette to progress to an institution close to home so that she can continue to assist with childcare, whilst her Nan feels that she should make a ‘back-up plan’ for her studies. Finally, her father who she clarifies ‘doesn’t have anything to do with me’ declares that he does not feel she will remain committed to teaching. These messages become even more mixed later in the research which I discuss later. 
Juliette’s natal context emerges as a source of conflict in her HE plans. Even at this early stage in the research, Juliette had provisionally decided upon applying to a post-1992 institution which is located approximately one hour from her home. Yet, her mother’s reliance on Juliette’s engagement in the various domestic responsibilities at home causes disagreements: 
WHAT I WANT: [image: ]
(Northern post-1992)
Not too far away
Great campus
Good night life
-not that this affects me
Nice student accommodation
Lovely city
WHAT THE MOTHER WANTS: [image: ]

(Alternative Northern post-1992) [image: ]
Then I can stay at home
Still clean + do chores
Be there to help with childcare 
So she won’t ‘miss’ me- Lies
I really don’t want to stay at home, in (my hometown).
It’s a horrible place. 
I don’t wanna cook, clean + wash/iron for five people anymore- I kinda need a life. 
(Diary entry, July 2014)
This further accentuates the scope of Juliette’s domestic responsibilities in which she depicts herself as playing a large role in undertaking these. However, it cannot be concluded here that Juliette is experiencing the ‘enforced independence’ that is typical of the autonomous reflexive mode. Whilst she does clearly take on adult responsibilities at home, her mother urges her to stay close. Therefore, it is debatable whether Juliette is experiencing ‘enforced independence’ or rather ‘critical detachment’, the latter of which is in line with the meta-reflexive mode. Archer (2012, p. 174) explains that the enforced independence experienced by autonomous reflexives is not only derived from domestic responsibilities, but also an absence of relational goods within the family which results in independence through a ‘lack of ties’. Juliette’s narrative does not convey a lack of ties however. Instead, the high level of dependency on her presence displayed by her mother suggests that her domestic responsibilities have created and sustained ties. Moreover, Juliette comments that she does not wish to remain in her hometown as she regards this as a ‘horrible place’. She also contends that the ‘needs a life’ away from taking care of her family. I contend then that whilst Juliette’s natal context does indeed demonstrate features of the autonomous reflexives’ depicted in Archer’s (2012) empirical work, the presence of ties alongside Juliette’s yearning to move on illustrates critical detachment. Archer (Ibid., p. 101) explains that meta-reflexives exhibit critical detachment through being critical of parental relationships and also in aiming to establish ‘disassociation from the modus vivendi in which they have been reared’. Archer (Ibid.) goes onto note that ‘these subjects’ evaluation was that “there must be better than this” and an avowed desire that their own would indeed be different”. This is what Juliette’s reasoning behind her eagerness to leave the family home conveys here; she goes on to write: ‘My mother wants me to stay at home so that she can still depend on me and keep me close – Touching…really…but I don’t wanna stay here’ (Diary entry, July 2014). Independence from her natal context, I argue, is not enforced in Juliette’s case but rather sought in that she hopes to critically detach. 
Towards the end of the summer, Juliette was beginning to draft her personal statement to supplement her UCAS application. Interestingly, she strongly criticises the purpose of personal statements, perceiving them as dishonest:
Personal statements are a pain in the arse backside – FACT
a. It’s so difficult to just talk about yourself for 4000 characters including spaces/ 47 lines!

1. I’m not that interesting! Seriously if I tell them my hobbies and interests – they’ll not let me in. 
1. IT’S ALL LIES!! 
For example: I AM NOT - 
Always clear + precise
Always organised i.e. (take a look at my room)
Always fully interested in my lessons
However – we’re told not to put things like “Try” or “for the majority of the time…” Even though these would be more appropriate. 
(Diary entry, July 2014)
What is interesting in Juliette’s account here is that her frustrations are not only focused on the process of formulating a personal statement, but also in the deeper connotations of its purpose. She perceives the practice as dishonest and demonstrates an aversion to the tactics she has been advised to take in order to market herself effectively i.e. using phrases such as ‘try’ even though she feels that these are ‘more appropriate’. Juliette thus demonstrates an almost moral aversion to strategically framing her skills and personal qualities to be marketable to potential HEIs. Archer (2012, p. 245) explains that ‘meta-reflexives serve to undermine modernity through their antipathy towards both of its Leviathans – the market and the state’. I posit that Juliette’s narrative can be interpreted as being critical of the ‘educational market’ in that she displays negative judgements on having to convey herself in a way which she views as unrealistic. Hence, her meta-reflexive tendencies are not only apparent in her passion for Sociology and teaching, but in her views of the ‘hurdles’ one has to jump in an attempt to be appealing to HEIs.

Meta
Juliette’s narrative exhibits some slight shifts in reflexivity during this stage. Juliette’s meta-reflexive tendencies consisting of her intrinsic passion for Sociology still remain; she documents volunteering in another Sociology taster session expressing that she ‘loves’ volunteering and that she is excited at the prospect of this one day being her job: ‘I love volunteering so much! Being mistaken as a teacher isn’t always fun but watching (Sociology tutor) is so inspiring (cheesy I know). Can’t wait till this is my actual job’ (Diary entry, November 2014). 

In returning to the discussion of Juliette’s critical perceptions of the personal statement demonstrated during the previous phase, her position on this matter appears to change. She now fully engages with the idea of marketing herself in her personal statement: 

I had a look at the course content for my university, and it’s like, showed my interest in them. So it shows that, one of them’s gender, so I’ve put that that’s my, it is favourite topic to look at and stereotypes and stuff. So I’ve gone quite a bit into that. Talked about, obviously this as experience in the research stuff, I’ve made sure everything I’ve included experience wise leads to what I want to do. (Focus group, September 2014)
Juliette appears to be expressing autonomous reflexive tendencies here in that she demonstrates instrumental rationality in her strategy of ensuring that her experience is tailored towards ‘what she wants to do’. However, in the above, she has largely focused on her ‘interest’ and her ‘favourite topic’ in Sociology. I believe that this may potentially be Juliette’s way of maintaining honesty in her personal statement whilst fulfilling the requirements of the UCAS process so that she can eventually continue learning about a subject that she is passionate about. 
The way in which Juliette perceives her relationship with her family continues to build upon her intention to achieve critical detachment from her natal context. In the previous phase, Juliette rejected studying at a HEI that was close to home. She explained that she wanted to move away and ‘have a life’ for herself rather than one filled with domestic responsibilities at home. Yet, Juliette now remarks: 

My third option is (Northern post-1992) and my mum went there. She didn’t do Sociology, she did Nursing, but I know what (that city’s) like as I’m only from (town). So I know that it’s very busy, but I know that the university’s good and I’ll still live at home if I do go to (the Northern post-1992). So it wouldn’t be too far out of my comfort zone. (Focus group, September 2014). 

By positioning this as her third choice, Juliette indicates that attending this institution and remaining at home is not her preferred option. She reasons though that this would be within her ‘comfort zone’ which contradicts her intentions of leaving the natal context expressed previously. It is possible that Juliette provides this reason due to her being interviewed as part of a focus group with her peers; she may not have felt comfortable in disclosing her feelings of her home situation outside of the privacy of her diary. Later in the focus group though, she clarifies that ‘I do want to come out of my comfort zone and live on my own, cos obviously I’m not coming back to live at home after uni’ (Focus group, September 2014). This supports my interpretation that opting for the HEI that is closest to home is not her ideal choice. 

Yet, Juliette’s first choice HEI is located within an easily commutable distance. She explains that the proximity partially influenced her choice in the case that she needed to return home for her family: ‘My family’s quite close knit. Like there’s me and my siblings and just my mum. So if they were to need me, cos I’ve only got my mum at home, I’d have to be there, cos that’s what I’ve always done’ (Focus group, September 2014). The way that Juliette initially describes her family as ‘close knit’ is illustrative of communicative reflexivity; regarding her family as ‘close knit’ implies the presence of relational goods such as trust and reliance (Archer, 2012). Unlike other participants who had demonstrated communicative reflexive tendencies though, Juliette explains that attending an institution fairly close by in order to return home was in case her family needed her. This is hence not reciprocal. The latter half of this narrative supports my previous analysis of Juliette’s account in that ‘ties’ are placed on her by her mother rather than there being an absence of relational goods; these relational goods appear to be one sided, with Juliette’s mother placing a high level of trust and reliance on her to fulfil the domestic responsibilities at home. Juliette made it apparent in the previous phase that trust and reliance was not evident in her considerations of her mother in that, she accuses her of lying about ‘missing’ her when she leaves to commence her HE studies (see diary entry, July 2014). Juliette was thus critical of the relationships in her home which suggests that her reflexive mode is more aligned with meta-reflexivity. She appears to be struggling to break the ties of these one-sided relational goods which I believe may be a result of her always having ‘been there’ for her family. 

Meta
In this phase, Juliette places a large amount of emphasis on her passion for Sociology and teaching. Juliette has now begun to engage in more voluntary work, providing support to AS-level Sociology students: I signed up to be a peer mentor at the beginning of the year and now I finally have mentees! I’ll be teaching two AS students’ (Diary entry, February 2015). She also expresses excitement over the fact that she can now ‘teach’ Sociology: ‘Can’t wait! Finally get to teach Sociology!’ (Diary entry, February 2015). 
The intrinsic motivations informing her personal project appear heightened during this phase; she describes how she would like her life to be ‘centred around teaching’ due to her profound enjoyment of this: 
I wanna be very work orientated. Like I want to be able to give as much time to my students as I can, like in and out of college hours. Like if they want me to stay behind till late I can do that and not have to rush back home, and be able to mark effectively wherever I am. Like if they need it the next day then I’ll give it the next day… I want my life to be centred around teaching cos I enjoy it that much. (Focus group, January 2015).
Here, Juliette describes the type of teacher she hopes to be, which is one that is completely dedicated to helping her students. The way that Juliette reveals that she values assisting others is further illustrative of her meta-reflexive mode (Archer, 2012). Unlike autonomous reflexives, any reference to money or material rewards are consistently absent from Juliette’s narrative over the whole research period. 
In considering her natal context Juliette indicates that she does not want her future to resemble this whatsoever:  
Juliette: I don’t want kids and I don’t want to get married like
Evelynn & Noel: [laughs]
Juliette: I wanna teach other people’s kids for like seven hours a day. I don’t want to then go home and look after my own [laughs]… I’ve had enough contribution with my younger siblings to not want to do that. Like I’m not a fan of night feeds [laughs]. So a family’s not something that’s important. 
(Focus group, January 2015)
Juliette hence expresses a strong aversion to having children and suggests that this is a result of having to care for her younger siblings. She further asserts this view when asked what her least ideal lifestyle would involve, to which her response was ‘To end up with a child’ (Focus group, January 2015). This resonates with Archer’s (2012, p. 101) empirical findings in that, meta-reflexives hoped to build a different life to that which characterised their home situation. Unlike communicative reflexives, Juliette does not seek any form of replication of her natal context. Furthermore, Archer (2012, p. 246) explains that the parents of meta-reflexives ‘actively promoted university entry’. Despite her mother’s wishes for her to attend a HEI closer to home, Juliette explains that her parents are not opposed to her progressing to HE: ‘Both my parents went back as mature students, so they’re like glad I’m doing it now cos they know how hard it is to leave it and to try and go back into it’ (Focus group, January 2015). The therefore do ‘actively promote’ university entry which provides additional support to the interpretation of Juliette’s reflexive mode. 
Regarding Juliette’s broader trajectory towards fulfilling her personal project, it is interesting to note here that in the month prior to the focus group, she had experienced a momentary lapse in confidence concerning her A-levels. She explains in her diary that she had been offered a supervisory position in her part-time waitressing job which led her to consider leaving college:
[image: ]
Do I leave and become a supervisor? 
But what about teaching… 
BUT I’M NOT GOING TO PASS! 
I want to go to uni 
But I can’t do A2

WHAT AM I DOING!! 
(Diary entry, December 2014)

During a focus group, Juliette explains that her temptation to leave college was a result of feeling as though she was not going to succeed at something she was so passionate about:
 It’s because (Sociology) it’s my favourite thing and the thought of not being able to do it very well really upset me. And I was like “Oh I’ll just not do it at all” like just not come back to college. (Focus group, January 2015)
Again, this works in further supporting Juliette’s meta-reflexive tendencies in that her intense level of intrinsic interest in this subject nearly pushed her to abandon her studies altogether when she felt that she was not going to achieve highly. 
In the final focus group with Juliette, her narrative continues to be fixated upon her passion for Sociology and teaching. Until this point in the research, Juliette had not provided much attention as to why she felt so strongly about teaching. In this phase though, Juliette revealed that she teaches Dance outside of her studies and it was the intrinsic rewards that she received from doing this that instilled her dedication to teach: 
I’ve loved teaching cos I teach Dance, so that’s something that I’ve enjoyed- seeing somebody progress and being so proud of themselves for understanding things… Teaching’s something I’ve always enjoyed doing, so the benefit for me would be seeing students be successful and being proud of themselves with whatever grade they get. (Focus group, May 2015).
She then combined her enjoyment of teaching with her passion for Sociology when discerning and deliberating her personal project: ‘I love Sociology, and because that’s a passion of mine, I’d like to pass that passion on’ (Focus group, May 2015). The intrinsic interest that has motivated the development of this personal project, as stated throughout, represents the meta-reflexive mode. Yet, the revelations in this phase represent Juliette’s dedication to a ‘cause’ in that she would like to enable students to ‘feel proud’ of their accomplishments. 
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Autonomous
At the start of the research, Max’s narrative illustrated autonomous tendencies. Yet, these were not particularly strong. At this time, he was planning on entering the performing arts industry to become an actor but had a ‘back up’ plan of becoming a teacher: ‘I’ve kind of got a plan B of being a teacher anyway, so if I don’t get into being an actor, I won’t be too disheartened cos I’ve got something to fall back on. So it’s not really, for now it isn’t a worry anyway’ (Interview, October 2014). In his diary prior to this interview, Max expressed that he was fairly certain that he wanted to enter the teaching profession: ‘Upon starting college in September, I felt very optimistic because I felt like I had left my first year of college with a clear plan of what I wanted to do. Teach. Throughout the first few weeks, this plan definitely stuck, however, I felt very nervous about actually taking the next step and applying to university/drama school’ (Diary entry, October 2014). 
Max did not provide any motivations informing his desire to teach, but did explain in his diary timeline that in six years’ time, he would like to be ‘living comfortably’ from an ‘established career’ (Diary entry, timeline). ‘Living comfortably’ here makes reference to material benefits which is the key career motivation for autonomous reflexives (Archer, 2012). Furthermore, it was Max’s determination in pursuing a project that he felt avoided the ‘easy option’ that also conveyed elements of autonomous reflexivity; he was willing to enter an industry that was competitive in nature and was openly critical of those who left education: ‘I feel like the easy option would just be to give up your education and just go straight into a job. But I think, I don’t mean to be like rude or patronising, but I think that’s for people who don’t have any drive that think that, and I do have drive, so I would never take the easy option’ (Interview, October 2014). Additionally, Max expressed that he did not speak with others in the development of his personal project. He identifies ‘others’ here as his family i.e. ‘similar and familiar interlocutors’ (Archer 2012 p. 127) who communicative reflexives would typically rely upon: ‘Although family like understand you anyway, I feel like it’s hard to speak to them like, because they don’t understand the industry, and especially when none of your family’s been to university, it’s really hard to even like ask them what it’s like and stuff’ (Interview, October 2014). Max’s rejection of discussing his plans with others indicates the presence of the autonomous reflexive mode. What is interesting to note here is that he does not express aversion to speaking with his family generally. Rather, it is that they do not hold the relevant knowledge or experience to provide him with assistance in his decisions. Thus, it may be that Max’s family’s lack of experience of the Performing Arts industry and HE forms a barrier in discussing his plans with ‘similar and familiars’ which concurrently has pushed his reflexive mode into the autonomous sphere.  
Although Max’s reflexive mode did not emerge as strongly as the majority of other participants at this stage, his contemplation of financial constraints certainly did. His main concerns were predominantly focused on the ability to afford the cost of living: ‘I’ve looked into it, I’ve looked into like roughly what kind of bursary or grant or loan I would get, and then I’ve looked at the cost of living and it doesn’t equal out. So like, I’m having to like, consider saving money up before I even go to university just to like, balance things out’ (Interview, October 2014). The financial implications of HE study appear to be a dominant constraint at this time for Max which he reasons is a result of him not having a ‘rich family’. This is particularly recognisable in his response to the following question:
ZB: What do you think of when someone says ‘university’?
Max: I just automatically think of being poor like having no money for three years, cos I just, I’ve kinda had it drilled into me from just like listening to the news and stuff, how they’re always raising the costs of university courses and stuff.
(Interview, October 2014). 
Hence, Max’s thoughts ‘automatically’ contemplate such constraints which he comments has been instilled and perpetuated by the media.

Autonomous
Max’s reflexive mode did not undergo any transformation at this stage. The only indications of reflexivity that he exhibited here were in line with the autonomous mode. These consisted of the propensity to make decisions independently without seeking confirmation from others, as well as the development of his personal project; Max maintains that he is no longer pursuing teaching and expresses determination to enter the Performing Arts industry. Yet, he explains that he may eventually pursue teaching after working in the industry: 

ZB: Is the teaching no longer there at all now?
Max: It is, but I feel like, I just need to give it a shot. I mean, teaching’s not totally out of the question because after probably ten years, I might want to settle down and just go into teaching. 
(Interview, January 2015)
Here, Max’s planned trajectory shares similarities with that which is typical of the autonomous reflexive in that, his initial career plan lacks permanency. Archer (2012) explains that autonomous reflexives typically plan to enter a career for around five to ten years in order to establish themselves before moving onto new ventures. 
Max’s approach to deliberating his concerns is also strongly characteristic of autonomous reflexivity. He explains that he has not engaged in conversations with others regarding his plans: ‘I haven’t really discussed it with anyone ... But I feel like it’s just been a lot of personal thoughts that have kind of pushed me towards this decision’ (Interview, January 2015). Archer (2003, p. 214) explains that autonomous reflexives’ aversion to discussing their thoughts and plans with others is that they assume sole responsibility for the formulation of their personal projects, explaining that ‘the appropriate epigraph for them would be: “I am the master of my fate: I am the captain of my soul!”’. In explaining that he had deliberated his project through ‘personal thoughts’, Max evidences an autonomous approach to his internal conversations. 
In terms of constraints, an interesting narrative is presented by Max in his diary in this phase just prior to interview. He explains that he applied to degree courses that were more closely related to his initial plan to teach, which had subsequently constrained his options: ‘Because during the process of applying, I was doubting being a teacher and I felt like I was letting myself down, this meant that I only really had two options, (Northern post-1992) + (North West FEC)’(Diary entry, December 2014). When submitting his UCAS application, Max’s ‘deliberation’ phase had not been completed meaning that he still had both teaching and entering the industry in mind. This is then reflected in his choices of HEI and degree course. Later, he ‘dedicated’ to pursuing employment in the Performing Arts industry which constraints his HE options as a result of completing the ‘dedication’ phase after the UCAS deadline. 

Autonomous/communicative
In the final phase of the research, Max’s reflexive mode reflects both autonomous and communicative tendencies. Aspects of autonomous reflexivity dominate Max’s narrative when he considers his future career in the Performing Arts industry. For instance, when he graduates from his HE studies, he hopes to move to London to benefit from Performing Arts related opportunities: ‘I’d love to like move to London because I know that’s where all the big things happen, and I feel like with the right training, I can use it to my advantage’ (Interview, April 2015). The way that Max feels he can use these opportunities to his advantage strongly resonates with the autonomous reflexive tendency to take advantage of the situational logic of opportunity. Max’s motivation for obtaining a degree is also framed in typical autonomous fashion in that, he is pursuing this for career gains rather than ‘an end in itself’ as meta-reflexives would (Archer, 2012): ‘In the industry, you’re more likely to get work if you have a degree so it just, it makes my life a lot easier’ (Interview, April 2015). Therefore, his impetus for degree study is for career advantages through which he can later attain the comfortable lifestyle which he referred to in the first phase. 
Aside from autonomous tendencies, Max demonstrates communicative tendencies when reflecting upon leaving his natal context for his HE studies. His narrative does not provide any indication of ‘enforced independence’ as was evident amongst Archer’s (2012) autonomous participants. Instead, he explains that he envisions university to be ‘pressured’ due to not having the supporting presence of his family: 
There’s a lot more pressure on yourself because you don’t have the support of like family around you…when you’re at home and you’re doing your work and stuff, it just feels more relaxed. But I feel like if you live by yourself and you’re having to do your work and you’re having to motivate yourself without having anyone familiar around you, I feel like that would at least play a big factor in my life when I go to university. (Interview, April 2015)
Although Max previously emphasised how he did not discuss his plans with others, his reference to ‘family support’ and receiving motivation from those who are ‘familiar’ depicts communicative reflexivity. 
Yet, Archer (2012) presents communicative and autonomous reflexives as almost polar opposites in terms of their relationships with the natal context, concerns and reflexive practices. This then raises the question as to how Max is able to convey both modes simultaneously. I contend that this can be explained in two ways: 1) Reflexivity is context dependent and 2) There is evidence that Max demonstrated strong communicative tendencies prior to the start of the research. In terms of context, Max presented strong autonomous tendencies when explaining his reflexive processes after he had successfully deliberated and dedicated himself to a personal project of entering the Performing Arts industry. However, he is now waiting to complete his FE studies and progress to HE. Considerations of his future independent living situation are then likely become more pertinent, resulting in him engaging in sentimental reflections of his natal context. 
In regards to the likelihood of Max exhibiting communicative tendencies prior to the start of the research where he had aspired to enter the teaching profession, he reflects that: 
I was like “I want to go into teaching” but then after like thinking about it I was like “I don’t want to go into teaching”. And I think, I think I was kinda overwhelmed by the whole like industry I guess. I thought “Well teaching will be an easy route but still doing something I want to do” but that’s not the case. (Interview, April 2015)

Max initially felt ‘overwhelmed’ by the prospect of entering the Performing Arts industry. This may allude that he was deterred by its inherently competitive nature and thus previously was evasive to the situational logic of opportunity- a feature of communicative reflexivity (Archer, 2012). Max described how his family have always been supportive of him entering the Performing Arts industry: ‘They used to put me through like Acting classes and stuff cos they knew it was important to me. So they’ve just, they’ve always been supportive’ (Interview, April 2015). I propose that this support could have enabled Max’s reflexivity to later develop into the autonomous mode in that, he now feels confident in facing a competitive industry and in turn expresses a will to take advantage of the situational logic of opportunity.Find work and reapply for HE in 5 years 
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Fractured
During the first phase of the research, May’s narrative indicated fractured reflexive tendencies. She expressed how she wanted to work in the Performing Arts industry but was uncertain of a specific role. She believed that the process of studying a degree in Acting may help her become more specific as to what she would like to pursue; ‘I want to be in this industry but I’m not sure whether I want to be a Writer, a Producer, an Actor, so I feel like going to university will help me find my feet, like help me find what I want to do’ (Focus group, October 2014). May therefore was unable to define her personal project at this stage which is indicative of fractured reflexive tendencies (Archer, 2012). Her uncertainty is also apparent when reflecting upon how she arrived at her decision to study a BTEC in Performing Arts, explaining how she ‘followed her heart’ into acting instead of ‘following her head’ into A-levels despite proclaiming that acting ‘never being a way of life’ for her. This indicates an impulsive decision made ‘in the moment’ which is another feature of the fractured reflexive mode (Archer, 2012). 

Fractured
In the second phase of the research, May’s uncertainty of her plans becomes more pronounced. Whilst she had decided upon a personal project (to have a family) she was unclear on the course of action to follow to achieve this; she was struggling to dovetail a potential career in Performing Arts with this personal project. Throughout the interview, May demonstrated contradictions which emphasised this uncertainty even further. For instance, she contemplated travelling the world and applied to work on a voluntary scheme abroad, but explained that this was expensive: ‘But again, it’s just the cost. It’s like so expensive to go abroad just to work there’ (Interview, January 2015). She was also considering resitting college and possibly studying A-levels before entering HE to study Acting, feeling that having A-levels would provide her with something to ‘fall back on’. May debated this after expressing concerns over the instability of the Performing Arts industry which could possible hinder the accomplishment of her personal project: 
It’s kinda just the Acting industry in general it’s just really hard to get jobs and everything. It just kinda makes, because that’s what I want, a family, I want a family and that’s more important than what job I have… it’s quite important to me that I have a stable job, and Acting’s far from that. (Interview, January 2015)
Despite her concerns over the instability of the Performing Arts industry, May goes on to consider different routes into the same field after explaining that this does not provide her with the requisite conditions to start a family: ‘Do I go back and do my A-levels and then maybe go for acting again? Or do I go back and do another vocational performing course?’ (Interview, January 2015). At this stage, May asserted that she was ‘just completely all over the place’ in terms of her plans and decision-making. Her conflicting plans illustrates the fractured reflexive mode in that, she is unable to make decisions that lead to purposeful action (Archer, 2012; Porpora and Shumar, 2010).

Meta/communicative
In the final stage of the research, May explains how she had an unpleasant experience whilst auditioning at a HEI. She described how she felt physically sick before her audition which prompted the realisation that she no longer wished to study Acting; ‘As soon as it was over, even though I messed up, I was relieved that I didn’t have to ever do that again’ (Interview, April 2015). Following this, May applied to study Broadcast Journalism via UCAS Extra at a HEI in a neighbouring city and was accepted. 
After her degree, May wishes to ‘see the world’ before starting a family. Her concerns ‘dovetailed’ with her new degree course in that this utilises May’s performance skills obtained during her BTEC, but will lead to a more stable career outside of the Performing Arts industry to enable her to start a family. Her personal project thus remains the same, but her plans for action have altered to accommodate this. 
May’s prior confusion may then indeed have been the result of finding it difficult to align her BTEC studies with a career that would provide her with the stability she craved to start a family, leading to uncertainty and fractured reflexive tendencies. Once she experienced a turning point in which she ‘realised’ that she did not want to pursue Acting, she was able to devise a plan for action to achieve her personal project and complete the final phase of her Discernment, Deliberation and Dedication scheme. 
May demonstrated strong communicative tendencies throughout the final phase as she explained that the reason for her personal project was a result of her own positive experiences of family life: ‘My ideal future’s to have like a family, that’s like my most important thing, because I’ve come from such a loving family, I know that I want a family as well’ (Interview, April 2015). Archer (2012) explains that communicatives typically aim to reproduce their natal context. May therefore illustrates this in wishing to reproduce the same experiences that she had in her natal context.
May also explains that she has a close relationship with her mother and converses with her about her plans. However, she deviates from Archer’s notion of communicative reflexivity as rather than needing to deliberate her plans by speaking with others, May tends to make decisions alone beforehand: ‘So I feel like my mum, she doesn’t influence my decisions, like I know what I want to do myself, but she’d always be behind me to push me into whatever I want to do’ (Interview, January 2015). Making decisions independently and internally is instead a characteristic of autonomous and meta-reflexives. Autonomous reflexives though typically pursue projects that will enable them to achieve material advantages, whereas May’s aim is to have a family. Meta-reflexives, on the other hand, are motivated by a passion or a ‘cause’ (Archer, 2012). 
Interestingly though, the meta-reflexive tendencies demonstrated by May during this phase was related to the way that she reflected upon her own reflexivity. During earlier phases, May had difficulty in providing coherent reasoning behind her future plans. Therefore, May’s personal project of hoping to reproduce her natal context, in addition to expressing a high level of meta-reflection, depicts both meta and communicative modes. Having made her decision, May no longer appears to experience difficulties in reflecting or making choices. Furthermore, Archer (2012) also notes that fractured reflexives tend to be ‘rejecters’ of their natal context which, for May, the opposite is true. Whilst May certainly does not reject her natal context, she explains how her mother was initially emotional at the prospect of her deciding to reside in university accommodation for the entire year instead of just term time. Yet, her niece was now living in the family home which May felt provided her mother with an outlet in caring for someone: 
Like, my niece’s like living at our house with us now, so she’s gonna, before she was really worried like “Who am I gonna cook for, I’m gonna be cooking for myself”. Like she said “I won’t cook if I have to cook for myself”. But now my niece is living there and it’s like, it’s like there’s gonna be someone there with her. (Interview, April 2015) 
Therefore, instead of ‘severing’ ties, May is reassured by her niece’s presence at home which appears to have provided her with confirmation to confidently move on. 
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Meta
During the first phase of the research, Noel’s reflexive mode corresponded closely with meta-reflexivity. In his narrative, he illustrated intrinsic interests in multiple subjects, namely Physics, Computing and Mathematics. At this time, he was considering studying a Physics degree as this incorporated each of these interests. Noel considers himself to be ‘naturally inquisitive’ which he feels is what makes such subjects attractive to him: ‘I’ve always been a bit inquisitive I guess, like curious about how things work. So from when, I guess like an engineering aspect of like how things around you work like computers and stuff like that. So I’ve always considered I wanna learn something where I understand how stuff works, just out of curiosity I guess’ (Interview, June 2014). The way that Noel is motivated by such intrinsic interests represents meta-reflexive tendencies (Archer, 2012). As Archer (2003, p. 258) posits, meta-reflexives are ‘people with a vocation (or in search of one) in which they can invest themselves’. For Noel, he appears to be invested in his interests of Physics, Computing and Mathematics as these are fitting with his ‘naturally inquisitive’ personality. This is further emphasised by the way in which he states ‘I wanna learn something where I understand how stuff works, just out of curiosity I guess’. For Noel, learning about ‘how stuff works’ appears to be an ‘end in itself’, another feature of meta-reflexivity (Archer, 2012). 

Progressing to HE thus provides a way for Noel to continue to engage in his passion for learning, and become ‘as educated as possible’:
 
I just wanna be educated in myself…I used to have a lot of questions when I was younger about Physics and stuff like that, and like just you know like, thoughts, like thoughts. So obviously I just wanna know it from a personal aspect…. I wanna go to uni and hopefully be as educated as possible I guess. (Interview, July 2014). 
Initially when considering his potential future career, Noel explained that he would like to pursue a research role: 

I don’t wanna be too direct because obviously it might not be- that kind of job might not be available or whatever. But, I essentially I wanna go on from my Physics degree to do come research into like current Physics. So like, there’s string theory and like basically theories that are being theorised right now. (Interview, July 2014)

He goes on to suggest that if he were to fail to secure a research role in the future, he will pursue his own in order to ‘contribute’ to the field: ‘

Failing the research side of it, I’ll always be able to do my own research, say if I wanted to go onto a PhD if I had, if I managed to successfully get a PhD or go onto to do a PhD. Then that’ll be like research and contributing someway which I wanted to do anyway. (Interview, June 2014)

Noel therefore plans to find alternative ways of pursuing his interests in Physics research should he not secure employment in this field. He does not prioritise or even mention monetary gains in his narrative as would be the case for autonomous reflexives (Archer, 2012); Noel’s focus here is entirely orientated to his passions and interests; he believes that having an interest in the subject is paramount when deciding what project to pursue, further portraying meta-reflexive motivations: 

ZB: So what are the most important things to consider?
Noel: Mostly probably an interest for the subject, because, Physics, Maths and Computing are all ones I’m passionate about and all ones I want to study further in the future…I do Computing at home, so, it’s kind of like if you’ve already got a passion for it I think that’s like, that’s key. (Interview, July 2014)
In addition to regarding his interests as central in his discernment and deliberation of his personal project, Noel’s narrative also indicates the desire for ‘critical detachment’, another feature of meta-reflexivity (Archer, 2012). For example, Noel explains that he does not want to remain in his hometown when considering his future trajectory: ‘I want to hopefully travel a little bit and do stuff like that, so if I had a job that tied me down to just like staying in (hometown) or some surrounding area that I’ve already like experienced, if you know what I mean, then it wouldn’t be ideal’ (Interview, June 2014). The way that Noel hopes to travel could be regarded as an indication of autonomous reflexivity in that they typically have globalised employment tendencies (Archer, 2012). Yet, Noel does not make specific reference to global employment aspirations here. Rather, he reasons that travelling will mean that he is able to leave his hometown that he has ‘already experienced’. According to Archer (2012) meta-reflexives hope to establish ‘otherness’ in relation to their natal context. This is what Noel hopes to do here; leaving his hometown will allow him to engage in new experiences which he welcomes. 

Autonomous

In the second phase of the research, Noel demonstrates elements of the autonomous reflexive mode when discussing his UCAS application. His explanation of what he had included in his personal statement, and his reasoning behind this, illustrates a strategic and instrumental approach to marketing himself effectively to secure a university place: 

It’s important cos you’re kind of like trying to be a bit more unique…cos I imagine someone in a university that’s like, the admissions officer that’s just looking at a list of applications, need some way of being able to relate to a single person. Like, some kind of individuality… I’ve got a lengthy paragraph on my like extra curricula activities and what I’ve done as well as my course, and what I’ve done to help benefit my future education, and then I’ve got a paragraph about work and how that’s benefitted me in like team building and like, stuff like that. (Interview, October 2014). 
Noel approaches his application by considering what ‘unique’ features he could incorporate to ensure that this ‘relates’ to the admissions staff. The way that Noel has envisioned how his personal statement may be received by a member of staff at his chosen institutions connotes an instrumental approach to his UCAS personal statement. Such instrumental rationality is a characteristic of the autonomous reflexive mode.  
In speaking of the application process, Noel also confessed to having concerns over his academic attainment. Noel’s choices of HEI solely consisted of Russell Group institutions with high grade requirements. He explains how his achievement in his AS-level examinations, which was not as high as expected, may cause him to reconsider his initial choices to be more ‘realistic’: 
I kind of, I guess, another factor to consider with your degree is like, I guess, you’ve got to get the grades to get in. So that’s been like, that’s really changed since I got my grades. Just looking at if it’s a realistic degree, cos at the minute, it’s like if I didn’t do any resits and I got the same grades as last year, it’d be unrealistic. (Interview, October 2014)
Yet, instead of dramatically changing his choices, Noel explained how he has been researching alternative institutions as well as the possibility of taking a foundation year: ‘I didn’t do as well as I thought, or id hoped, so. I’ve kind of like looked at some different universities or like looked at doing a foundation year something like that, so yeah’ (Interview, October 2014). Furthermore, Noel also explained how he was already engaged in a subject specific widening participation scheme at one Russell Group institution for the benefit of an alternative offer, and how he was already engaged in a similar scheme at another: 

And I’ve got one to (Northern Russell Group) and hopefully, cos with (alternative Northern Russell Group) I’ve got the (widening participation scheme) which can get me priority in the case of like getting lower grades required. And also I’m applying for the (Northern Russell Group) scheme. So, that’s why I also applied (there). (Interview, October 2014) 

When faced with constraints and enablements, Autonomous reflexives are strategic (Archer, 2007); they ‘avoid “snakes” and climb “ladders”’ (Scambler 2012, p. 136). For Noel, his lower than expected grades may potentially constrain him from entering his chosen HEIs. Yet, he is strategic in identifying and accessing the enablements or ‘ladders’ of widening participation schemes to help him in avoiding the ‘snakes’ of rejection from his preferred institutions. Noel’s approach to such constraints and enablements thus resonate with the autonomous reflexive mode.

Autonomous

Here, Noel begins to reveal more details of his natal context and provides more attention to his future postgraduate plans. During this phase, Noel begins to demonstrate globalised employment tendencies which Archer (2012) found to be common in the personal projects of the autonomous reflexives in her own research:

I’d say like, like the idea of like going into research or something after my degree and potentially like dependent on what kind of research I get, you could go anywhere with it really. Cos I know, cos I wanna travel as well so. I know some people from (Northern Russell Group) that I’ve talked to and like different departments of Science, and they’ve had like jobs that are just like a few months in different countries. (Interview, January 2015)

In the first phase of the research I suggested that Noel’s reference to travelling in the future was a method of critically detaching from his natal context to encounter new experiences. His narrative did previously depict this idea, but now he explicitly suggests that he wishes to travel for the purpose of future work in the field of research. Hence, instead of hoping to travel as a way of gaining new experiences, he now derives his motivation for this firmly in his career aspirations. 

In addition to his plans of pursuing a role which involves geographical mobility, Noel also begins to place importance on material and monetary gains when considering his future career: ‘So after I’ve travelled a bit and settled down, essentially I’d like to be like, you know. Have a, you know, decent house, car, family potentially, a decent wage’ (Interview, January 2015). Noel hopes to obtain those good that will ‘establish’ him before ‘setting down’. The way in which Noel begins to place importance on a ‘decent wage’ demonstrates a shift from the motivations of ‘passion’ conveyed at the start of the research. 

Noel provides some reflection on his natal context in this phase. He explains that his parents are indifferent to his hopes to enter HE which he feels is a combination of them not having attended themselves, along with their own negative experiences of education:

My mum’s not that bothered. She just thinks “You’re doing what you want” basically. But she didn’t go to uni, neither did my dad so they’re not that bothered…Basically nobody wants, well, nobody’s like necessarily wanting me to go to uni…they all have like either not great experiences, or they’re not that fond of the idea. …They’re like, I don’t know, “Do work or whatever”, like get a job or whatever. But I just kind of do my own thing so it’s alright. (Interview, January 2015)

Thus, Noel’s parents neither encourage nor discourage him from progressing to HE. There appears to be an absence of ‘relational goods’ but there are also no ‘relational evils’ present either. Archer (2012, p. 100) suggests that this is a feature of ‘independents’ who convey an autonomous reflexive mode. Noel’s narrative also indicates the presence of ‘enforced independence’. Archer (2012, p. 174) explains that: ‘Enforced independence does appear to play a very significant role in the making of an autonomous reflexive and the absence of familial relational goods contributes to being independent through the lack of ties’. The way in which Noel explains that he ‘does his own thing’ as a result of the absence of encouragement or discouragement appears to resonate with Archer’s (2012) description of enforced independence.  

This ‘enforced independence’ though consequently leads to financial constraints when attending institutional open days:

I kind of like had a lot of freedom to do what I want. But I don’t know. I guess it has its drawbacks cos you have to make your way to all the open days on your own [laughs]… so like, for example, like going to (North West pre-1992) that’s like a forty quid trip there and stuff like that. It’s always like, not being like, like I said not being pushed away from university or anything it’s just like I do my own thing kind of. So it’s just like, makes it a bit more difficult. (Interview, January 2015)
Whilst Noel articulates that he has ‘freedom’ in pursuing what he wants, he has encountered constraints as a consequence of his parents lack of involvement during his HE decision-making. Yet, when considering financial support when at university, Noel regards his part-time employment as an enablement in that it will assist him in covering any expense shortages: ‘Well I’ve got a part-time job anyway so I’m not too bothered. Cos you get the grant and the loan if you’re eligible and they almost cover it, and I’ve got my part-time job on the side anyway. So I’m not too worried about the money side of things’ (Interview, January 2015). Although this enables him to afford his expenses whilst at university which is reassuring for him, this does not appear to assist in easing the burden of travel expenses encountered to attend open days.

Towards the end of the research, Noel undergoes additional discernment when considering his career upon graduation. Whilst he still intends to study a Physics degree, he has begun to consider pursuing work in financial services instead of research: ‘I still want to be able to do research and work in industry. But I’ve also recently been thinking more about going into like, something that’s a bit off the wall from my Physics degree, but going into finance or something like that’ (Interview, May 2015). When I questioned Noel about this change, he explained that he was drawn to working in finance due to the ‘money side’ of this: 

It just made me think about like, I don’t know, more of the money side of a job I guess as opposed to just doing something that you want to do. Also like, (it) made me consider more like (the) financial side. And obviously like, a lot of jobs in finance usually lead to quite high paying careers and stuff like that, so I’m just like considering it more I guess. (Interview, May 2015)

This presents a stark contrast to his career motivations presented in the first phase which were ultimately centred upon passion and interest. Noel’s recent consideration of entering a ‘high paying career’ strengthens the autonomous reflexive mode that began to emerge during the second phase. In addition, his ‘globalised employment tendencies’ become more apparent here in that he compares the opportunities for travel in research and in finance concluding that the latter career would involve more of this: 

Jobs In research are a bit more relaxed than like, I don’t know, a senior exec at a company. It’s probably a stressful job. But benefits, well if I worked in research I probably wouldn’t, I might travel a bit actually, but you probably wouldn’t get to travel as much as someone like a senior, some kind of like exec. (Interview, May 2015)

Money and globalised employment tendencies therefore become a prominent concern for Noel which has consequently led him to reassess his future career from one which would satisfy his passion for Physics, to one which will provide him with high financial gains. 

During this phase, Noel reiterates the benefits of the widening participation scheme that he is involved in; he continues to regard this as an enablement in helping him access his first choice institution via alternative offers: ‘So I did (the Northern Russell Group’s widening participation) scheme, so my first choice is (the Northern Russell Group) and they only, well, minimum’s like three B’s so hopefully it’s a lot more manageable. So yeah, that’s my first choice’ (Interview, May 2015). Although Noel considers these entry requirements to be ‘more manageable’, he expresses that if he failed to meet these, that he will likely remain at college for an additional year before reapplying to his first choice institution. He opts to do this by reasoning that a foundation year was not worth the cost of tuition: 

If I still want to go to (Northern Russell group) I could potentially, hopefully, do a third year or some other kind of route like for a year to get into (there). If I went for (a different Northern Russell group), I’ve got to do a foundation year before I get to a degree, so I’m basically paying like nine grand tuition for a foundation year that I could just get from going to college… So a third years looking like more attractive than a foundation year. (Interview, May 2015)
Thus, if the enablements of reduced grade requirements are not met by Noel, he has coined a ‘back-up’ plan to ensure that he is still able to pursue his project of studying Physics in order to either enter a research or finance career later.
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Meta/communicative
In the first phase of the research, Paola articulated that she wished to enter HE after college but had not fully decided upon her personal project; she notes in her diary that she was undecided between either pursuing a BA in Musical Theatre or a BA in Physical Theatre. In her first interview, she largely focused on the prospect of leaving home to pursue her future studies. Whilst discussing this, Paola often presented ‘critical detachment’, a feature of meta-reflexivity (Archer 2012, p. 208), which involves a yearning to establish ‘otherness’ in comparison with their natal context. This consequently leads meta-reflexives to encounter new experiences. Here, Paola places emphasis on leaving her hometown for such new experiences: ‘Like I’m looking at places that are definitely not in (hometown) cos, I don’t wanna spend any more time in (hometown) seeing as I’ve spent enough already. Like I want to go see some different places, and meet new people’ (Interview, September 2014). 

Her motivation for progressing to HE however is to establish social mobility so that she can ‘get places’: ‘I just wanna be there, and it’s a course that I feel determined I can definitely do. This is what I want, and it’s gonna get me places’ (Interview, September 2014). It is unclear though if Paola desires upward social mobility which as associated with the autonomous reflexive mode, or social reorientation which is more in line with meta-reflexivity.
During the first interview, Paola’s motivations for pursuing a degree in a Performing Arts related subject were absent. Yet, her diary provided insights which correspond with the intrinsic motivations typical of meta-reflexivity. Within this, she documents how her interest in Performing Arts emerged from her participation an Acting group as a child: 

Went to my first class at the theatre group…and
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1. New friends
2. Something fun & exciting
3. Occupy a Friday night and not be bored
4. Be myself around new people

(Diary entry, no date). 

Here, Paola enthusiastically reflects upon her first experience of Performing Arts via the Acting Group. This apparent intrinsic interest for performing arts along with the yearning for critical detachment expressed in her narrative at this stage conveys meta-reflexive tendencies. 

In addition to meta-reflexive tendencies, elements of communicative reflexives were evident in Paola’s approach to making decisions. Archer (2012) explains that communicative reflexives are required to deliberate their projects and seek confirmation via discussions with ‘similar and familiar’ others. This was the case for Paola in which she explained that she discussed her plans with her college tutors and friends: 
(I) speak to like tutors and stuff and like also friends, because especially in the performance like on our course, you can be like “Ok I want to do this” and people’d be like “Yes! Cos that’s what you’re good at!” and they encourage you as well to go and do it. (Interview, September 2014)
Therefore, whilst Paola has a meta-reflexive orientation towards her natal context, her propensity to discuss her future plans with ‘similar and familiar’ others depicts communicative reflexive tendencies. 

Meta/fractured
At this stage, Paola was actively making her HE decisions. Yet, as her decision-making has progressed, she experienced confusion in regards to what she would ultimately like to pursue; she was undecided between two HEIs and she had also encountered the prospect of starting her own company. In being faced with these different options, Paola struggled to decide which path to take:
I’ve just sort of got more in depth and I’m like “I don’t really know what I want to do” cos since I’ve got into like the two unis, I’ve had people coming up and going “Oh so which one are you going for then?” and it’s like “I don’t know, I don’t want to be making these decisions yet”… I liked the idea of creating my own company and stuff. So I’m stuck between like three different options of which I’d like to do. (Interview, January 2015)
Paola’s uncertainty represents fractured reflexivity to an extent. Fractured reflexives find decision-making difficult as they are unable to have purposeful internal conversations (Archer, 2007, 2012). Paola’s narrative is interesting though as she has indeed managed to consider three potential options despite this confusion. Yet, according to Archer (2012), fractured reflexives are unable to narrow down their options which is required to cope with choices which appears to be the case for Paola. This becomes more apparent when she implies that she is purposefully avoiding making decisions at this time: ‘I don’t feel ready. Like I still want to go but it’s like, I don’t want to be thinking about that just yet’ (Interview, January 2015). She then evades any engagement with her choices as she is unable to decide which one to ultimately pursue.  
Another possible reason as to why Paola’s reflexive mode now presents some features of fractured reflexivity may have likely been a response to constraints that she had encountered just prior to completing her UCAS application: ‘Cos like before I started applying for UCAS and stuff, I was worried that like I wouldn’t be able to do anything. Cos I didn’t have exactly the money to be able to like go do a load of different other things, like do extra classes or owt’ (Interview, January 2015). Paola therefore does not have the financial resources to take additional classes to bolster her Performing Arts skills. This then subsequently led her to worry that she would not be successful in her application to study at university. By being faced with the prospect of being unable to gain access to study what she enjoyed, this may have initiated a response of uncertainty. 
Despite Paola’s evasiveness towards engaging in reducing her three potential options to one definitive plan for action, some meta-reflexive tendencies are still apparent when she describes her motivations for starting a company. She reflects that since the last interview she became ‘intrigued’ in doing this for the purpose of watching others ‘grow and develop’:
I got intrigued of owning my own company, seeing like people start growing as well and watching them develop as people. It just sort of, saying “Yeah I’ve got a company, I can do what I want with it”. Like we can go do one route, then switch and go do summat else, and it sort of just really intrigued me, and just getting to work with people who also they’re not getting work or owt, and just saying “Ok well come and work here for a bit, you’ve got some work and then if you’ve got some other work come in, there you go, you can do that for a bit. But you’ve always got summat to fall back on”. (Interview, January 2015)
Paola’s attraction to starting her own company for the intrinsic benefits of watching others develop as well as providing them with an employment option to ‘fall back on’ suggests that she is still practicing a meta-reflexive mode. I posit then that Paola’s meta-reflexivity was being clouded slightly at this stage by fractured reflexive tendencies arising from her uncertainty of her future plans. 
	
Meta/communicative
At this stage in the research, Paola had chosen one of the two HEIs that she was previously considering. She explains that in the future, she would either like to teach or own a company: ‘Like either teaching or having my own company, and have a family. Cos I’ve always like the idea of having a family but I’ve always been like “Ok I still want to be creating something”. So it’s not literally just like I’ve gone “Ok let’s perform, ok - boom, family” so like I’m still carrying it on’ (Interview, May 2015). Paola strongly asserts that she does not intend to cease her employment when she decides to start a family, but rather that she will still ‘be creating’ through her work. Furthermore, Paola’s narrative again returns to leaving home and establishing ‘otherness’ in leaving behind aspects of familiarity: ‘I’m just like excited cos it’s gonna be somewhere new, somewhere exciting away from my parents and kind of away from some of (the) people that I really don’t like! [laughs]’ (Interview, May 2015). Thus, those meta-reflexive motivations demonstrated in previous phases are still present.

Paola also begins to portray communicative reflexive tendencies alongside her meta-reflexive mode in that, she starts to place a high level of importance of the idea of maintaining her family and friends’ happiness: ‘As long as like I’ve got family, friends and stuff and actually do have a job I think I’d be fine, cos I know that I’ve still got the things that’d make me happy in my life. Cos I’ve always put my friends and family before myself because if they’re happy it makes me happy’ (Interview, May 2015). Communicative reflexives view such relationships as a high priority (Archer, 2012), and this is certainly what Paola expresses here; her family and friends is positioned as a dominant concern here in that she explains that their happiness is placed before her own. However, contemplating her relationships with her family and friends may have become more pronounced at this time as in a matter of months, she would be leaving home. Paola’s relationship to her natal context may therefore be at the forefront of her thoughts here. In her final interview, she dedicates much of the discussion explaining how she will miss her family and friends from home: ‘Kind of knowing you’re not really close, you won’t be near your friends who you know that are gonna be back here. So it’s like you’re definitely just leaving ‘em to go and have another life. So I’m like that and I’m like, I’ll miss my parents’ (Interview, May 2015). 
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Autonomous/meta

Sofia began the research with plans of entering the Performing Arts industry to pursue a career in Dance. Her reflexive mode/s is difficult to decipher during this phase as she frequently provides intrinsic motivations for her plans (as drawn from interests) typical of meta-reflexivity, but also autonomous motivations (for the purpose of extrinsic gains). 

In her diary prior to the first interview being undertaken, Sofia expressed confusion regarding what she would like to pursue in the future and was struggling to discern one route. She expressed through the use of a mind map how she was considering a multitude of options, including attending university or drama school to study Dance before entering the Performing Arts industry, to travel or take a gap year, to learn the Russian language or to continue to improve on her dancing and singing abilities: 
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(Diary entry, June 2014)

Sofia therefore entered a process of discerning her options early in the research. By the time I conducted the first focus group with her in September (2014), she had decided that dance college or university was her primary concern. She had dovetailed this with her previously noted consideration to travel and elaborated that travelling was one of her interests: ‘I always like to go somewhere far as well. I’ve never liked to stay in one place, so like, I like travelling and that so’ (Focus group, September 2014). Sofia positions travel here as an intrinsic interest. Yet, she proceeds to explain how travelling will assist her in gaining entry to her chosen career path: ‘It’s mainly like cos main, as its ballet and mainly the main place will be in Europe, because like eastern European area, cos that’s where the main ballet is’ (September 2014). Furthermore, her desire to learn the Russian language is framed in her diary as both derived from interest (‘interesting language to learn’)and also motivated by the returns this will give her as she notes it will ‘help me in the future’ (Diary entry, June 2014). Thus, Sofia initially presents her hopes of travel and language learning as a result of intrinsic interests which is indicative of the meta-reflexive mode, but proceeds to then divulge that learning a language and travelling are necessary to access career opportunities. She therefore reveals instrumental rationality during the process of narrowing down her potential options (Archer, 2012). In terms of HE specific plans, Sofia dovetails her possible degree studies in Dance with travel by considering applying to study at an Arts institute in Spain. She also considers London as it is the ‘main place’ for Performing Arts related opportunities: ‘I think my other one I would like to go to is London, so I’m stuck, cos I would like to go to somewhere, cos like London like you said, main place really. Like I say, I was looking at another place in (Spain)’ (Focus group, September 2014). 

Autonomous tendencies also become apparent when Sofia discusses the competitive nature of entering a career in Dance. She stresses that the career is short-lived and as a result, there is pressure involved in entering the industry quickly: 

I have a year or two to kind of improve myself to get into Dance College or university because a Dance career’s not that long. So I do feel the pressure cos I’ve got to work a lot harder and it’s a lot more pressure…It can progress into other stuff, but to be an actual dancer the career’s not that long. (Focus group, September 2014)

The way Sofia comments that there are opportunities to progress onto ‘other stuff’ after a limited time in the industry is in line with the typical trajectory of autonomous reflexives, in that their choice of career is not intended to be permanent but rather, a way to establish themselves (Archer, 2012). Furthermore, her plans to travel for her chosen career demonstrates the ‘globalised employment tendencies’ which Archer (2012) suggests is a feature of the autonomous mode. 

During this phase, Sofia explained how she wished to move away from her family to establish independence: 
I don’t really want to, kinda be near to my family sort of thing and that. I know that sounds a bit mean, but it’s just that I wanna like, like what David said, to be independent …I think as well, cos I’ve lived here all my life it’s kinda like, I wanna experience, I wanna go to somewhere new and not have like family cos like, I don’t want to be really too dependent on my mum and dad as well. (Focus group, September 2014)
Sofia places much emphasis on detaching from her natal context in order to become fully independent. Her choice to place distance between herself and her family is in line with the meta-reflexive; she is prepared to embrace new experiences to establish the ‘otherness’ of independence (Archer, 2012). 
It is important to also discuss here the constraints that Sofia speculated she would face over the coming months in pursuing her project. In looking ahead to her trajectory into HE and her Dance career, Sofia predicted that she would encounter structural constraints. The first is related to the competitive nature of the Performing Arts industry, specifically Dance related work. She described how the level of competition is heightened for her due to her being female:
It’s also to be the best as well in dancing, cos that’s the main competition for me cos I’m female, I’m a female wanting to do ballet dancing. Mainly, to go into a course and to do ballet, the amount of females that’s going to be there and it’s just that sort of like pressure…The competition, like as well. So I feel like sometimes, I don’t wanna be sexist or anything, but females do get, when it comes to dancing, females to get the more pressure because there’s more of us and it’s a lot more intense. Whereas like boys, it’s intense but not as more for like Dance, because there’s not many boys in the industry. Even if a boy turns up to a Dance audition they will consider them, because they want to keep them dancing. (Focus group, September 2014).
Sofia refers to the positive discrimination that she feels occurs in this industry. This has clearly not deterred her, but she does appear to hold the expectation that this will be more difficult as a result of her gender. 
The second constraint revolves around economic resources. When asked what she felt the biggest challenge was in progressing to HE, Sofia replied: ‘Money’.  During this focus group, a fellow participant (David) mentioned that attending auditions for HE courses were expensive to attend:
David: 45 pound per audition, travel money
Sofia: Yeah and travelling to get there, and we want to go to faraway places. We want to go to places that are far away… it’s not like other courses, they just pay for the actual UCAS and they’re fine, but yeah we have to pay for the audition.
(Focus group, September 2014)
Sofia compares this cost to ‘other courses’ that do not require auditions and hence draws attention to the way in which financial hurdles are potentially more pronounced during the application process for those pursuing Performing Arts related studies. 
Finally, Sofia raises the issue of being in the ‘squeezed middle’ in terms of student finance (Coughlan, 2005). This refers to the way in which some families earn above the income threshold determined by Student Finance England, meaning that their child is not eligible for bursaries, but that they lack the financial resources to provide funds to contribute to the short fall to their child instead: 
I worry about it cos like, as well, cos like some people can get bursaries for it, but because of my parents, they do earn over the limit but cos of the amount of money and the problems within my family like, we never have enough - we don’t really have enough money. Obviously it’s just, it’s harder. I don’t know, and cos I’m at my parents, the earnings is at that awkward thing, it’s more, it’s too high for a bursary but then it’s sort of not enough, so it’s in the middle. (Focus group, September 2014)
This is clearly a worry for Sofia here in determining her financial stability when she enters HE. 
So, at this initial stage of the research, Sofia expresses autonomous tendencies in relation to her future career, but the meta-reflexive mode is apparent when she considers her relationship to her natal context. In addition to her reflexive modes, she speculates that she will encounter structural constraints along the lines of finance and gender throughout the remainder of her trajectory into HE.

Meta
In the second phase, Sofia’s autonomous tendencies begin to disperse and are replaced by meta-reflexivity. Sofia has shifted the emphasis in her intentions to study and/or work abroad from the instrumental rationality associated with autonomous reflexivity (Archer, 2012), to intrinsic interests, enjoyment and the desire for new experiences. Hence, she embraces the situational logic of opportunity which is associated with the meta-reflexive mode (Archer, 2012):

‘It’s just a new experience and I do love travelling. I’ve always wanted to live slash study abroad’

‘I kinda see myself travelling and lot and performing. And cos I’m one for like learning different languages and you know the cultures, and as well I like Dance as well as like Musical Theatre. I do like performing’

‘I’m a bit different I want to go far away cos I like the experience. I like to travel’ 

(Focus group, January 2015). 

Here, Sofia places emphasis on intrinsic passions; she now explains how she ‘loves’ travelling, likes performing and likes the experiences that travel offers. Although globalised employment tendencies are associated with the autonomous reflexive mode, she alters the emphasis from requiring to work abroad to provide her with access to her chosen field to seeking new experiences and following her interests. Therefore, whilst her personal project remains the same, her emphasis on her reasons for pursuing this has shifted. 

Despite developments in her reflexive mode, Sofia still expresses worry over financial constraints. For instance, she notes how moving to London to access Performing Arts related opportunities is constrained by access to financial resources: ‘London obviously, it will give you opportunities and that, but you have to think more like, it’s really expensive living there’ (Focus group, January 2015). Sofia though does not aspire to study in London as was briefly considered in the first phase; her interests are now solely focused on studying and/or working abroad to fulfil her passion for travel and desire for new experiences. She then goes on to envision a potential risk concerning a lack of financial resources when living and studying abroad: ‘I’m just scared that like summat’s gonna, like bad’s gonna happen. Like If I’m like in (Spain), if summat bad happens. Like the economy shoots down and I’m gonna have no money, then I’m gonna be stranded in another country’ (Focus group, January 2015). This had not deterred Sofia from studying abroad, but it is noteworthy to mention the amount of attention she provides to how potential financial constraints may hinder her proposed trajectory.

Autonomous
Sofia’s reflexive mode in this phase reverts wholly to the autonomous mode. This is again demonstrated through pursuing her personal project in an instrumental manner, with no mention of the intrinsic interests expressed in the previous phase. I speculate that this may be in response to the structural constraints that Sofia had encountered since the last phase in achieving her aim of studying abroad; Sofia was accepted to the institution in Spain and offered a scholarship, but unfortunately this did not cover the costs: 

I did accept (Spain) cos I did get accepted, but I had to pay for everything myself and the scholarship basically only took a grand off my actual thing and instead I got it at the start of the year, so I only get it the start of the first, second and third yeah so. That’s all I got really, so I wouldn’t have been able to get any other funding whatsoever, so it was just too expensive. (Focus group, May 2015)
This left Sofia with two offers from universities in London, and an FEC offering a degree in Musical Theatre located in the North West of England. Though, Sofia realised that she disliked the busy nature of the city of London after visiting for auditions. Also, despite being offered a scholarship from another London university, she turned this down after feeling it was too ‘academic’; she elaborated that this was due to the other candidates being high achievers and studying A-levels rather than BTEC like herself: 
I just couldn’t see myself there. It was way too academic. Like we had a group discussion, and I didn’t understand half of it. Like everyone was like talking about like “What sort of physical theatre shows or like contemporary shows have you seen that’s inspired you?” and they’re all talking about Rambert, and I’ve never seen a Rambert show but the work isn’t really bad but I’ve not really seen one live to kinda like say. So I was just like, everyone was going in such in depth and it’s, I was just like “Oh my God”. I think everybody there, cos they were talking about A-levels, were predicted to get A’s, A stars, then there was like me [laughs]. (Focus group, May 2015) 

Sofia had also applied to an FEC in London that was reputable in the Performing Arts field but was rejected. She expressed that this rejection was caused by her performance in the audition not meeting the required standards due to difficulties in affording a comfortable journey. This is expressed in the following discussion between herself and David about their recent auditions in London: 

David: I didn’t sleep anyway, I just slept on the coach back. I had like two coffees in the morning, and I had to do an audition straight away and then go back home. So in the audition I was dead
Sofia: I did that for (London FEC), and you did a three hour in the morning dance audition, and I was on the coach at 1 o’ clock in the morning, I’d had one hour’s sleep. I don’t like coffee [laughs] so I had a cup of tea. So I was, I only had enough money for a cup of tea, cos like I couldn’t afford to get any food.  
(Focus group, May 2015)
This overnight coach trip was a necessity due to being unable to afford to stay the night in London. This had then led Sofia to experience a diminished physical state before a strenuous audition. 
Similarly to the first phase, Sofia returned to the consideration of one day working abroad. Yet, she negated any reference to intrinsic benefits which contrasted with the prior phase: ‘I think it’s because of like, as I’m going to do Musical Theatre and afterwards I do want to perform in theatres like, probably like, West End or in America’ (Focus group, May 2015). She goes on to explain that she is now considering entering teaching eventually and hence illustrates a slight alteration in her personal project: 
At some point (I’d) like to do teaching or like other stuff but obviously I’d have to get training. Like so I think that’s where the degree can kinda be helpful. Or for example, if you want to go into drama therapy, dance therapy, like there’s like masters or postgraduate and that. (Focus group, May 2015)
Here, Sofia exhibits the same instrumental rationality demonstrated in the initial phase in that, she views the degree as providing her with ‘gains’ in terms of career opportunities. Here though, she demonstrates one of the most prominent features of autonomous reflexivity: the desire for wealth: ‘I’d like to be wealthy, obviously cos I’m not really from a family that’s wealthy’ (Focus group, May 2015). 
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Communicative/meta
During the first phase of the research, Tony had decided that he would like to attend either a university or drama school to pursue a degree in Acting and Dance. When discussing this, he often demonstrated both communicative and meta-reflexive tendencies, with communicative tendencies appearing dominant. Archer (2012) explains that communicative reflexives are those who converse with others to make their decisions; ‘similar and familiar’ interlocutors are required in order for them to do this. For Tony, these consist of his mother and friends: 

I’ll talk to my friends like David, and (friend) and (friend), my girlfriend, and you know, we’ll all talk to each other you know, about where we wanna go, if we’re gonna stay here for another year then go. You know, what courses we wanna study, you know. So I’ve got a lot of people to talk to, but I’d say my mum I talk to the most, cos she just wants to know everything. (Interview, October 2014)

Deliberating HE choices is framed by Tony as requiring involvement and input from friends to aid him in this process as opposed to this being conducted internally: 

You’ve got all these people with different options and ideas, it’s a good idea to figure out what you want, cos it’s just, you tell each other what you feel like you wanna do but then someone else says something and you go ‘Oh, actually, will that work for me?’ So it’s like bouncing off one another. (Interview, October 2014)

Communicative reflexives, according to Archer (2012), typically attempt to retain strong bonds with their natal context after leaving home. This is evident in Tony’s narrative in which he expresses how he will miss his family and friends from home whilst attending HE: ‘I think it’d be really difficult moving away from friends and family, and you’re gonna miss them so much. I know I will! … I’ll be there for about two weeks and go “I’m coming down at the weekend! I need to see everyone”’ (Interview, October 2014). However, what distinguishes Tony from being a ‘typical’ communicative reflexive here was his scrutiny over his mother’s employment situation which he had no desire to replicate: 

When I see people like my mum, she works for (city) building society, and she loves what she does, but there’s probably a lot of people that hate it and wish that they did something that they really cared about… So I just think, you know, if you’re gonna go to university, you’re gonna study something, it should be something that you’re passionate about and what you really want to do. (Interview, October 2014)

Tony thus locates his motivation for his future career in terms of passion which is more representative of meta-reflexives where ‘otherness’ is actively pursued in order to have a better life than that of their parents (Archer, 2012). 

Additionally, meta-reflexives form their personal projects around a cause or intrinsic interest which Tony had for acting: ‘Like you can be a different person and how it works, it’s just so interesting how you can just suddenly become a different person, and like different attributes and different personalities. It’s just, I find it so interesting’ (Interview, October 2014). Also, despite Tony’s intentions to return home frequently after his transition to HE, he explains how he intends to leave his hometown for his studies instead of remaining at home. However, this had led to conflicts with his mother: ‘When I told her “Yeah… I’m moving away” she was like “You’re not moving away, you’re NOT moving away”. I’ve had to drill it into her head that this is real, if I have to move away, but it won’t be as far as (city) I think’ (Interview, October 2014). 
It may be that Tony’s reflexive mode was in the process of shifting away from communicative to meta-reflexivity here. Yet, Tony also mentioned here that he does not intend to travel further than a neighbouring city. It is possible that Tony’s desire for otherness and hence his transition to meta-reflexivity may be being hindered by his mother’s strong disapproval. This same point was also reiterated in his diary: ‘My mum’s getting upset about me wanting to move out of (hometown) to study at a different uni than (hometown’s). She worries too much’ (Diary, October 2014). Tony’s HE options here appear constrained by trying to remain fairly close to his hometown which could possibly be an attempt to negotiate with his mother’s disagreement of him leaving the family home. Tony also notes financial constraints at this stage regarding affordable accommodation: ‘I wanna think about my living area as well, and like what I’m gonna have there, and how expensive it’ll be. So, I just think, considering all them options cos, I can go to somewhere like (Northern New University) where it’s great, great night life, everyone’s nice, I can afford it’ (Interview, October 2014). 
Whilst financial constraints can have a substantial influence on HE decision-making, Tony notes that his choices were also narrowed after receiving information from a college tutor that students had a poor track record of obtaining a place at the local Russell Group institution which further pushed him towards the previously mentioned Northern New University: 
It’s a really slim chance of getting in for Acting because they don’t like to take people from (the college). I mean it’s not to say that they never will, but apparently the last person that they got who was from (the college), studied here, was about 9 years ago, and that was one person…Whereas somewhere like (Northern New University) accepted eight people from our college, and it’s rare that they do that… I just think that something like that compared to one person in ten years at the most compared to eight people in a year, which is probably the most they’ve ever had, I’d have more of a chance getting in there than I would there…I’m trying to think smart. (Interview, October 2014). 
This resonates with the communicative reflexive in that, such structural obstacles have not been challenged here; Tony does not express any intentions of applying to the local Russell Group despite this information only being provided to him by word of mouth.


Communicative
At this stage, Tony had begun to cite more constraints in relation to moving a considerable distance from home. As a result, his intentions of attending a HEI a short distance away remained. Tony explained how some of the institutions he hoped to attend were in London but that he was unable to afford these options: 
The rest of them were in London, and I wouldn’t be able to financially support myself, neither would my mum or my dad…My mum would have to pay extra, have to get my dad to send, hopefully he’ll send me a bit of money as well…But you know I’ve gotta think about money financially, as well as education. (Interview, January 2015)
When asked at this stage if he felt that anything could prevent him from progressing to HE, Tony stated ‘Money’. He did mention though that he had additional financial resources in the form of inheritance, but that this was not enough to sustain him throughout the entirety of his degree: ‘I’ve got like, about, I’ve got a bit of money from inheritance but that’d probably only last me for like the first year’ (Interview, January 2015). In regards to constraints, it is noteworthy to mention here that since the previous phase, Tony had attempted to apply to the local Russell Group institution despite the warnings from his tutor of the low acceptance rate. Hence, he did attempt to challenge this constraint, but his application was rejected which he speculated was due to his low GCSE grades: ‘I tried applying to (hometown) university, looked at (my) GCSE grades, didn’t even get an audition. Cos I was quite, my grades are quite low for GCSEs wise’ (Interview, January 2015). This action conflicts with communicative reflexivity as those demonstrating such a reflexive mode do not challenge constraints which subsequently leads to social immobility (Archer, 2007). Tony though had clearly attempted to challenge this by submitting an application despite the reportedly low acceptance rate of students from his FEC. 
Aside from this, communicative reflexive tendencies prevailed in Tony’s narrative overall here with no indication of the meta-reflexive tendencies being repeated from the earlier phase. Conversations regarding HE decisions with his mother were spoken of more frequently. These implicated that decisions as to which HEIs Tony was to apply to were to be made jointly: ‘Me and my mum have both agreed, when we’ve got all our options, we’re gonna sit down together, we’re gonna go through every bit, bit by bit together. Figure out which ones are the best, and then at the end of it we’ll have a decision’ (Interview, January 2015). Yet, Tony reiterated that his mother was unaccepting of his desire to move a considerable distance away. In response to his hopes of studying in London, he explained how this resulted in an argument: ‘So I was talking to my mum, and me and my mum had a massive argument so I was like [sigh] “Ok think about what she’s said, think about what she’s said, think about what I said, think about what I want”’ (Interview, January 2015). It is therefore difficult to conclude whether a financial inability to afford to study in London was the only constraint here, or if his mother’s opposition at the prospect was more influential. Tony went on to justify here that remaining close to home was beneficial in the case that he needed to return: 
I know I want to go far away, but I’m also the kind of person that I know if anything happens, I’m close to home. So I don’t have to travel so far away. If anything happens, I can just go back, maybe stay back with my mum for the weekend. (Interview, January 2015)
Again, this desire to sustain bonds with the natal context further emphasises communicative tendencies. However, I propose that the constraints facing him have resulted in him maintaining this mode of reflexivity as a ‘defence mechanism’ of sorts in being unable to follow through his initial plans of achieving ‘otherness’ which coincides with meta- reflexivity. 

Communicative/autonomous
In emphasising the importance of relationships in his natal context and again, discussing his plans for action with his mother, Tony maintains his communicative disposition in the final phase of the research. Similarly to previous phases, Tony speculates that he will miss his family and friends from home whilst studying and explains that he will regularly visit home: 
I’ll miss mine, but I know I’ll have them times where I’ll probably come back, couple of weeks maybe once a month just for a weekend… When we all come back, it’s not gonna stop us from like getting in touch and saying “Hey do you wanna meet up and catch up?” Like we can all do it. (Interview, May 2015) 
In relation to discussing plans with others, Tony clarifies here that he had come to an ‘agreement’ with his mother concerning the geographical distance of his HE choices: ‘We came to an arrangement where she was like “You can’t go any further than (Northern city), I won’t mind you near (the West Midlands) cos you’re Gran lives in (town) and that’s not far away”… so she was like “You can’t go any further than there! Nowhere near London, it’s too expensive and you’re too far away. I won’t be able to come and visit you”’ (Interview, May 2015). Although Tony views this as an ‘agreement’ between his mother and himself, his mother clearly placed various geographical restrictions on his HE choices. He also quotes his mother as identifying London as both too far away and too expensive. Therefore, it remains uncertain as to which constraint, whether it be the cost or his mother’s disapproval, holds the most weight here. Yet, during the same interview, Tony cites a previous disagreement with his mother in which she argued that she will not offer additional financial support if he chose to leave his hometown: ‘She just would not accept me going away. I was like “Mum I’m doing it, no matter what you say”. She was like “I will not pay for you”’ (Interview, October 2015). This raises the question as to whether the distance agreement was required to be made by Tony due to the possibility of not receiving financial support from his mother. 
As stated previously, communicative reflexives are required to deliberate with others to coin their plans for action. However, the conversations Tony cites here do not appear to be used as a way of facilitating decisions over potential courses of action. Instead, they seem to now be used to confirm if his pre-decided plans are acceptable to his mother, with her ultimately deciding his course of action for him. A clear example of this is evident when Tony recites a conversation regarding his accommodation intentions whilst at university: 
I was gonna go for the cheaper accommodation, and like we were working it out and obviously I’d have more money… I was prepared to do it but my mum just turned around and went “I don’t want you doing that” I went “Why?” and she was like “I want you to live in a nice place for the first year, I want you to get the best” I was like “Mum I’m not bothered” she was like “No! I’ve decided, deal with it”. (Interview, May 2015)
Tony’s mother therefore makes the ultimate decision regarding his student accommodation commencing him voicing his pre-deliberated decision to opt for the cheaper alternative. To add further weight to this, he also mentions discussing plans of action with himself before relaying them to his similar and familiar interlocutor: ‘I’ve had that discussion with myself as well as my mum, and we both agreed that if I don’t like it I can just go back’ (Interview, May 2015).   
Although Tony places importance on maintaining links with his natal context which is indicative of communicative reflexivity, the way that he clearly expresses that he made a decision alone before conversing with another (his mother) begins to convey autonomous tendencies (Archer, 2012). Tony also demonstrates additional autonomous tendencies when speaking of his plans for the distant future. Archer (2012) explains that autonomous reflexives aim for upward social mobility, strive to achieve a ‘life of luxury’ and depict globalised employment tendencies. When asked what his ideal future lifestyle would consist of, Tony hoped to work around the world. Although he stressed his passion for Performing Arts, he repeatedly placed emphasis on material goods derived through his chosen career:
‘If I were to make it in this industry, whether it be on TV or theatres or my own company or films, like no matter what area I’m doing, I’d be happy with it. As long as I’m making a good amount of money and I’ve got a nice house, massive back garden, it’s what I need’
‘That’s what I wanna do, just go around the world and I wanna just get a good job and nice house. That’s it, that’s all I want’.
 (Interview, May 2015)
Here, Tony initially states that he would be content working in Performing Arts in any capacity but then stresses ‘as long as I’m making a good amount of money’. His passion for Performing Arts, as stated in previous phases, conveys meta-reflexive tendencies but his condition for it to be well-paid in order to be able to obtain material goods pushes this into the realm of the autonomous reflexive. To further clarify whether the yearning for financial benefits held greater precedence over his passion, I asked Tony how he would feel if he was working in the Performing Arts industry but was not earning a large amount to which he responded: ‘I’d probably be frustrated, because I wanna be making a bit of money ... I’d be frustrated about that’ (Interview, May 2015). 
I suggest this apparent pursuit of a new mode of reflexivity can be interpreted as Tony attempting to abandon his communicative reflexive mode. As the research progressed, it became apparent that Tony struggled to break away from communicative tendencies due to structural constraints related to finance, as well as the limitations placed on his choices by his mother. Yet, by envisioning his post-HE future, it may be that Tony is able to imagine himself in a position away from his natal context and hence away from the limitations this has placed on him throughout his decision-making journey so far, enabling him to pursue a new reflexive mode. 
	


















[bookmark: _Toc477643270]Appendix 21: Follow-up email template

Follow-up email template

October 2015
Dear (name),
I am emailing as you agreed during our last conversation for the project that you would be happy to be contacted with some ‘follow-up’ questions to allow me to establish where you are after completing college. Your answers to these will remain anonymous and confidential; these will be used for the purpose of my PhD thesis which is being completed at the University of Sheffield. 
These questions are stated below. You can provide as much or as little detail as you like in answering these. As always, if there are any questions you do not wish to respond to, you do not have to! If you have any problems in understanding the questions, please do not hesitate to email me for clarification. Please do not feel the need to write formally (like an essay!) just reply how you would verbally explain your answers (I am not concerned about grammar or spelling). 
Finally, if you have since decided that you would not wish to participate in this final stage of the research, please disregard this email. 

Can you summarise what you are doing at present i.e. higher education (university), work or training?
During our final conversation, you planned to (summary of plan) following college. Is this what you are currently doing? If not, what caused this change? 
When discussing the future, you explained to me that you would ideally like to be (plan). Is this still the same? Can you provide an explanation as to why you hope to do this? Alternatively, if your plans have changed, can you provide some reasons as to why?
Is what you are doing how you expected it to be (please explain some of your expectations)? If not, why? 
Generally, how do you feel about your present situation? 
Finally, what are your future plans from this point forward? How do you feel about these?
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I EE————.———.
I am keeping a diary myself to
help me decide what I want to do
‘when I'leave university!

Here are some previews from my own diary

This can give you an idea about the types of things
you might want to write about

Remember- there are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ ways to
complete the diary. These are just examples to get
you thinking!
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‘Written some ramblings
about things I might like to
do, and how I am changing
my mind about some
things...
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I have also wrote about some
things that I am worried
about...
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You can also think back to
‘what you wanted to do when
you were younger to help...

I wrote about what I wanted
to do when I started my A-
levels at college (8 years
ago!)
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You can also write about
experiences/situations that
made you consider what you
‘want to do in the future...

Iwrote about a chat I had
with some friends...
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Remember 0

+ Although my examples were quitelong, you do
not have to write/record alot

+ You do not have to write it like an essay (I won’t
be looking at spelling or grammar!).

+ You do not have to write in paragraphs, you can
do bullet points, mind maps, or even include
pictures with alittle description
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...and about things that I really
DON’T want to do when I leave
university to help me think
about what I DO want to do!
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I EE————.———.
I wrote about the types of jobs I have
been considering, including ‘plan B’
jobs (just in case!) I also thought about
working abroad one day which was
inspired by a holiday I had...

*Note: the drawing is supposed to be a
plane and a map!
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I EE————.———.
At the start of the new academic
year, I reflected on my first year of

my PhD and how this made me feel
about the future...
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j@ Remember! @

+ There are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ ways to
complete your diary

+ Your entries can be any length

+ You do not have to write it like an essay- I
am not concerned about spelling or
grammar!

+ You canbe creative with your diary by
including pictures or mind maps; you do
not have to write in paragraphs.
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S |
Atthe start of the project, I gave some of you a
few examples of things from my own diary (if
you did not receive these but would like them,
Justask!)

I have continued to keep my diaryto write
about the thoughts I have been having about
what I would like to do after my PhD.

Ihave included a few examples of these here
for you to look at. Some of you may find it
useful to see what I have been writing about,
and some of you may just be interested in what
Ihave been thinking about doing after my
PhD!
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My Diary:
an update!
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I EE————.———.
Towards the end of last year, I was
being offered different bits of work to
do outside of my PhD which I
accepted. I wrote about how I felt that
this was useful for my CV, but how I
was unsure if this would actually lead
to a job in the future...
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WAL AN T fASRONGIT OO

1 do not always write
paragraphs in my entries.
In some, I justlist things or
make mind maps! Here, T widening
listed a few different job parsicipaion
areasthatI feel thatI am

passionate about to help e libesdace
me focus on what I would Sericed

like to do in the future.
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+ Don't panicif you have times where you cannot
think of anything to write; some students have
mentioned that they have experienced this and it
is ok!

If you ever want to ask me any questions,
please email me at:
zsbaker1@sheffield.ac.uk anytime!
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Top tips

+ Thave found it useful to put my diary in my bag
so that I can update it when I get a few spare
minutes. I often write in it on the bus or train (so
excuse the handwriting!)

« It has helped me to scan through my diary at the
end of each week s this helps to remind me of
things that I can add that have happened
recently

+ Tt is good to look at the guidance in the back of
the diary if you are unsure what to write- this
canhelp jog your memory!
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»
| Here are a few final entries from the

diary I have been keeping over the past
year.

As Iwill now be reading the diaries that
you have been keeping, I wanted to
provide you with one last update to show
you where I am with my future plans!
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My Diary

The final update
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% At the start of my diary, I wrote how I would like to br
| be a university lecturer upon completing my PhD.

Last year I began teaching at my university. Shortly
after this, I was offered more teaching workat a
different university.

1 was grateful to have this opportunity, but began
to worry (a lot!) if I could handle two teachingjobs!

Inone entry, I wrote how a meeting with a friend
whois an experienced lecturer made me feel less
anxious...
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| A few months after starting my new
teaching job, I explained how I felt I was
‘juggling’ lots of different things!

I reflected upon how working in the
academic world after my PhD would
probably feel this way too...
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For my final diary entries, I revisited the first t
| few entries of my diary to see whatmy

original plans were for my future. These were
to work as a lecturer or to pursue a ‘post-doc’
(research role)

Ireflected on these plans and wrote about my
thoughts on these now. I also considered
additional routes.

I wrote abouthow my plans had expanded
since the start of the diary to consider a ‘plan
B’ and even a ‘plan C'!
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.
I then completed the timeline at the end
of the diary to incorporate these

different options.

Here is the timeline I completed one
year ago at the start of the project,
followed by the final timeline...
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My thoughts
about the future
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- Strongly Strongly.
M agree disagree

On the whole...

1. 1do daydreamaboutwinningthe lottery

2. Ithink aboutworka great deal, evenwhen|
1am away fromit

3. I dwelllong and hard on moral questions

4. Iblot difficulties out of my mind, rather
than trying to think them through

5. My only reason for wantingto work s to
beable to pay forthe thingsthat matterto me

6. Being decisive doesnot come easily to me
7. Itrytolive up to an ideal, even f it costs me
alottodoso

8. When consider my problems, | just get
overwhelmedby emotion
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Scoring Subjects on ICONI

N.B. Please note carefully that for Question 6 and Question 11, numerical scores
should be INVERTED when calculating an individual’s score.

1. The questions are divided into 4 categories, that is there are 3 questions indicative of
‘Communicative reflexivity’, 3 questions indicative of ‘Autonomous reflexivity’, 3 questions
indicative of ‘Meta-reflexivity and 4 questions indicative of ‘Fractured reflexivity’.

2. The scores for the four modes of reflexivity are calculated as follows:-
Communicative reflexive score = (Q1 + Q5 + Q9)/3

Autonomous reflexive score = (Q2 + Q6* + Q11*)/3 (*= inverted)
Meta-reflexive score = (Q3 + Q7 + Q12)/3

Fractured reflexive score = (Q4 + Q8 + Q10 + Q13)/4

3. A score of 4 and above on any of the four categories of questions assigns a subject to
the C, A, M, F category, as their dominant mode of reflexivity - whichever is their highest
score over 4.

4. F scores of over 4 are held to ‘trump’ other scores. Such subjects are registered as ‘F’
regardless of their other scores - even if these are higher.

5. Regarding question ‘X’ — it is presented here as we used it, that is, as an open-ended
question about subjects’ ultimate concerns. However, this has created some difficulties in
later collapsing their responses into manageable categories. Although a lot has been
learned through this, we would recommend that others take advantage of our experience
and employ fixed choice categories. We can supply some suggestions here which
basically seek to tap ‘C’ concerns (inter-personal relationships with family and friends), ‘A’
concerns (work, career, performative achievements, financial success etc.), ‘M’ concerns
(intrinsic interests, socio-ethical pre-occupations, spirituality etc.) and ‘F’ concerns
(resolving problems, establishing a better way of life, overcoming present difficulties).

To cite this output: .
Archer, Margaret (2008). The Internal Conversation: Mediating Between Structure and Agency: Full Research Report
ESRC End of Award Report, RES-000-23-0349. Swindon: ESRXJ
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This is your diary to make entries in during the project. You can write as
little or as much as you like in these. There are no right or wrong answers,
and you can include pictures and sketches too if you like (not just writing).

In this diary, you can record any thoughts, feelings or plans about your
future after college. This is to create a picture of your thoughts over time.
Do not worry if these change; the diaries will be very useful even if you do
change your mind.

Things you might want to include
in your diary:

« Thoughts or feelings about life after college

« Any plans, decisions or choices you have made (or are thinking about)
for when you leave college

« Any experiences that have led to these thoughts, decisions or choices
» Whether anything has influenced these

When to write in your diary?

If you are unsure about when to write in your diary, as a rough guide, you
could werite in them when anything in the above list occurs. You may have an
experience that makes you think about plans for the future, or someone or
something may have influenced you to think about this in a particular way.

If nothing like this happens, you can use your diary to reflect on past
experiences if they have been relevant to your thoughts, plans and decisions
about what you would like to do in the future if you like.

You do not need to write in the diary everyday (but you can if you want tol)

As a minimum, it would be useful to write something in your diary once
per week.

Researcher Zoe Baker
Email zsbaker1@sheffield.ac.uk
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What would I need to do?

The research will start in
‘September/October 2014 and last unfi
| around Aoril 2015

Diary entries-written or A chatwith me once every
audio 2-3months (3tmes in total)

A shortquestionnaire atthe
startof the project
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1 research students’ thoughts, plans,
decisions and choices about their futures

1 would like to hear about your thoughts of
what you plan to do after leaving college;
university, work, training-something else?

It would be very interesting to hear about
these throughout your final year at college
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How often will we speak?
‘September/October 2014
January/February 2015

AprilMay 2015

These discussions can be done either in a
group or individually and last between 30-60
minutes
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‘Why is this interesting?

To know how plans and decisions are

made ?
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Written some ramblings
about things | might like to
do, and how | am changing
my mind about some
things...
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* You can also write about &
experiences/situations that
made you consider what

| youwantto doin the
future...

| wrote about a chat | had
with somefriends...
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% Youcan also thinkbackto &
what you wanted to do

when you were younger to
help...

| wrote about what | wanted
to do when | started my A-
levels at college (8 years
ago!)
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...and about things that | really

DON’Twant to do when | leave |
~ university to help me think
~ | aboutwhat | DO want to do!
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Remember

Although my examples were quite long,
you do not have to writelfecord a lot

You do not have to write it like an essay (1
won't be looking at spelling or grammarl)

You do not have to write in paragraphs,
you can do bullet points, mind maps, or
even include pictures with a lttie
description
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Q: 1 don’t know what | wantto do after college, is
this a problem?

: Itis not a problem and would be very interesting to
hear about any thoughts even if you do not have a
solid plan

Q: Do I have to take part?
A: No- participating in the project is completely.
voluntary and you can withdraw at any time if you
decide you do not want to continue
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; .
FAQ’s |

Q: What i | writelrecord the wrong thing?

A:There are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answers- | am interested to

hear about any thoughts, decisions or plans you are thinking

about. There s no right or wrong way of witing these downl

Q: 1 am interested in taking part but | don't really fancy

S

A:You do not have to have a written diary to take part, there is

‘also the option of audio diaries which | can give you which you

can take away to voice record your thoughts.

Q: How often should | make entries to the written/audi
diary?

A: Guidance is printed in the back of the diary, but you can
write when you have any thoughts about your future, or if
‘something happens that makes you consider your options. It
would be useful to write/record something once every week,
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