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Barbara   Adewumi 

 

University of Kent, Canterbury –Sociology, Social Policy and Social Science Research Department -

SSPSSR   

 

The new  face of suburbia- black middle class family aspirations. 

This research explores black middle class aspirations in Britain and focuses on the idea that this 

particular group, although small are making progressive headway in terms of social class status.  

Another possible indicator is from those who have moved out of inner London seeking a better 

quality of life in surrounding outer locations and suburbia.  The study builds on ethnic minorities’ 

aspirations through upward social mobility and small pockets of internal migration (Platt 2005, 2007, 

Reay 2004 and Butler 2011).   

It looks at aspirations of Black middle class households, characterised by location, occupation, school 

choice and parent’s social networks in urban and suburban dwellings.  The substantive focus of this 

study is to find out whether there are differences in how Black middle class families use cultural, 

social, economic and symbolic capital to plan, manoeuvre and organise their lives towards building 

future aspirations for their children. The use of Bourdieu’s social and cultural theory and its 

theoretical links to educational attainment (1977, 1986) will also be a key thread of focus in the 

analysis of why this group move away or remain in urban areas. 

Empirical studies in the sociology of education suggested that ethnic groups consider educational 

attainment as a key element in improving their life chances helping to map Black middle class 

ambitions and aspirations (Platt 2001, Reay 2003, 2007, Mohood et al 2005, Fuller 2009 and Archer 

2011, Rollock et al 2011).  Although education is significant, Black middle class household’s 

aspirations are not homogeneous therefore requires further research.  

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

Pere Ayling     

University of Essex, Department of Sociology  

Private Schools, Place and Distinction: The consumption of overseas education by affluent 

Nigerian parents 

Though it is a widely acknowledged fact that some African parents do chose to send their children to 

the West for educational purposes (Phllips and Stambach, 2008) very few studies have explored the 

motivating factors behind this practice. When education migration is explored in Africa in general 

and Nigeria in particular, the focus tends to be on the idea of ‘brain drain’ which examines the 

reasons why well educated Africans leave its shore for the West and the potential impact; politically, 

culturally and economically on these countries in Africa (Kaba, 2009). Yet gone are the days in 

Nigeria when education automatically translated to economic growth and elite status (Aluede, 

2006). The democratisation of education coupled with equality legislations in Nigeria like elsewhere 

has intensified class struggles in the educational arena (Beck, 2007) and so has the competition for 

‘reputable capital’ amongst educational institutions (Brown, 2000 in Zimdars et al., 2009). 

Consequently, the emphasis on “educational route” rather than “educational amount” (Hopper cited 
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in Cookson and Persell, 1985: 16) has become more palpable. Hence, where one is educated now 

takes precedence over how educated one is. Class struggle over reputable and profitable capital has 

in turn changed education so that it is now strategized and interacted with like any other 

commodity. Set against the backdrop of sociology of consumption, but employing mostly Bourdieu’s 

social theory with its associated concepts of distinction, field, habitus and cultural capital along with 

Weber’s concept of ‘social closure’ and Fanon’s colonisation theory, the thesis seek to decipher the 

framework and motivation that might be behind these parents’ decision to send their children to 

private (boarding) schools in the West.   

 

 

Kate   Blood 

 

Education, Nottingham Trent  

An exploration of the way in which young peoples’ decision-making is mediated through various 

relationships and social structures 

There is substantial data regarding the trajectories of school leavers including social groups’ 

participation rates at university (HE). This distinctive study explores the meaning behind those 

figures by investigating the social process behind young peoples’ decision-making. I employ 

Bourdieu’s conceptual tools habitus, field, and forms of capital to account for their action and 

interrogate the intrinsically linked nature of various relationships and social structures which are 

ultimately complicit in the decision-making process. In addition, the notion of rational action theory 

is also evaluated. The research continues to grapple with how social class (if at all) is instrumental in 

framing (enabling or constraining) the choices made by students. 

This research draws on qualitative case-study data from students who are aged 14-16 and currently 

negotiating their next steps beyond school at a Comprehensive and newly established Academy 

school in the same geographical area, along with staff (Principals and Heads of Advice, Information 

and Guidance AIG) at these schools. Pervading this research is the notion that decision-making is not 

a reducing issue consisting of a linear correlation between background and outcomes, but is instead 

much more obfuscated. I also argue that decision-making, although not always at the forefront of 

Education Research (Fuller and Paton 2007:4; Hodkinson and Sparkes 1997:29), is however central 

to the process of social justice.   

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Tamsin Bowers-Brown 

 

University of Sheffield  

 

The discourse of social class within a comprehensive secondary school 

 

Archer (2003) asserts that a fundamental task for researchers investigating social class is to outline 

how social class is understood; in this paper I consider some of the contemporary debates about 

socio-economic class and explore the advantages as well as the disadvantages of analysing inequality 
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in educational opportunities and outcomes through this concept. In discussions of inequality the 

concept of 'social class' is used frequently but not always named as such, rather the terms 'social 

exclusion' or 'disadvantaged backgrounds' are preferred. Stevenson and Lang (2010:3) identify 

several synonyms: 

 

        ‘the descriptors used are also contested, with some studies using terminology such as 'middle class/ 

working class,' others preferring 'high-income families/ low-income families,' and some using NS-SEC 4-7 or the 

ACORN geodemographic codes 'ABC1/ C2DE.'   

 

It is important to understand the background to these terminologies or descriptors and the fields in 

which they have become most prominent. Different terms are used interchangeably; despite 

conveying the same message. For example academic researchers (Francis 2000, Croll 2008 

McRobbie, 2009) use the term 'social class' or 'social stratification' (Botterro, 2005) whereas the 

Department for Children Schools and Families (2005) refer to 'individual and structural elements'. 

These subtle differences indicate the necessity to explain how social class is interpreted and framed 

within different discourses. 

 

This paper explores how teaching staff and pupils articulate social class in different ways and how it 

can impact on both teaching and learning within one case study school. Interview and focus group 

data is presented to represent these different perspectives. 

 

 

Kate Byford 

School of Sport and Education, Brunel University 

The impact of tuition fees on students’ higher education choices 

Are all students at the heart of the system? The introduction of increased tuition fees from 

September 2012 has lead to widespread uncertainty regarding the future size and composition of 

the student population in higher education (HE). As ‘neoliberal’ politics are embedded into the HE 

agenda, there is growing concern regarding student access and inclusion (Jones, 2010). Whilst no 

evidence yet exists to confirm these fears, prior research with young people has already shown how 

financial concerns influence decision making about HE (Callender and Jackson, 2008; Dismore, 2009) 

and sometimes impede the progress of non-traditional students (Bowl, 2001). The move to increase 

fees may therefore exacerbate previously well-documented social inequalities within HE (Reay, 

2005).  

 

To explore these concerns and development knowledge in this area, this research aims to explore 

the impact of rising tuition fees on students’ choice; specially focusing on how students decide 

whether to go higher education, which institution to attend, and how students rationalise their 

decision making. The research will pay particular attention to differences by social class, gender, 

ethnicity and educational background to undercover the experiences of young people and provide a 

platform for their voices.  
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The research will take place in a number of different schools (e.g. independent, state grammar and 

comprehensive) around the Greater London area and involve students between the ages of 16 and 

18 and aims to stimulate debate in this area. 

 
References 
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Andrea Canales  

Department of Sociology, University  of Oxford 

Individual and contextual factors that explain student’s chances of completing a degree in higher 

education.  

Despite students from lower class backgrounds have increased their participation in higher 

education, their access has been highly differentiated. They are overrepresented in low status 

institutions, whereas students from middle class backgrounds are enrolled in more prestigious 

universities. Alongside this institutional differentiation, there is also a significant differentiation by 

subject. The evidence shows that not only matters where students go to study but also what they 

study.  

This paper focuses on studying1 the effects of social class on student’s chances of completing a 

degree in different fields of study (subjects). I use two theories in the analysis: human capital 

(Becker) that emphasizes the role that expected labour market returns play on student’s decision of 

choosing2/ to complete a degree and, the contingent/embedded framework (Ball) that emphasizes 

the importance of the social conditions in students’ decision. The findings show that middle class 

students tend to complete non-lucrative programs (mostly) at highly prestigious institutions, 

whereas lower class students complete degrees in lucrative fields (professional/technical nature) but 

from low status institutions. Lower class students consider technical/professional subjects as a direct 

route to get a job in the short term. Financial/money considerations seem to play a significant role in 

their decision making process. The results seems to confirm the thesis of the contingent/embedded 

framework.  

1 To conduct the empirical analyses, I use national-longitudinal student’s data provided by the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) 
and aggregated level data provided by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
1 Choice is inappropriate but useful as a conceptualisation of the decision making process examined here. Inappropriate because of its 

tendency to emphasize individual preferences but useful in reminding us that this decision making is a set of practices-the key point is that 

we must retain the link between constraint and volition and between dispositions and possibilities (Reay, David and Ball, 2005:136). 
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Linda Cooper 

Anglia Ruskin University, Chelmsford, Essex 

Generational differences in mothers’ and daughters’ access to higher education: understanding 

gendered and classed narratives 

Emergent findings from my PhD research on the eve of the imminent higher education fee increase 

to £9,000 per annum suggests a return to the two tier academic and vocational divide. This 

intersects with discourses of both access and class and reignites the debate surrounding educational 

identity and the social class paradigm. My research is looking specifically at generational differences 

between mothers’ and daughters’ access to higher education and addresses both current and future 

levels of tuition fees. The participants’ narratives share the general consensus of a return to students 

in higher income brackets accessing university education and the increased fees discouraging those 

on lower incomes. This incorporates the perspective that those unable to afford the fees will return 

to vocational courses and skills. In relation to current fees, concerns were voiced over the level of 

debt necessary to complete undergraduate study with tension surrounding the repayment of tuition 

fee loans, which is widely regarded as a ‘debt’ rather than a ‘loan’. This has initiated critical 

engagement around the level of economic capital necessary in order to participate in higher 

education. These findings resonate with Bourdieu’s theory of habitus and the benefits of the 

ownership of economic, social and cultural capital, which raises further apprehension as to the 

feasibility of ‘higher education for all’ when the tuition fee trebles. Findings conclude that there is 

resignation that students will have to acquire and sustain a large amount of debt through early 

adulthood in order to aspire to higher education. 

Keywords: higher education, class, tuition fees, capital. 

 

 

Ke   Cui 

School of Applied Social Sciences , Durham University 

An Intangible Dynamic: Exploring the role of parental expectation in motivating children’s social 

mobility. 

My doctoral research is conducted in a Chinese context and it mainly focuses on the effect of 

parental educational expectation on children’s educational achievement. In the extant literature, 

aspiration has sometimes been considered as more idealistic an attitude than expectation. It also 

has been claimed that expectation is communicated by a class of a person’s significant others such 

as parents (Haller, Otto et al. 1974) while aspiration indicates a person’s own view to him/herself. 

Therefore, educational aspiration and educational expectation have been measured separately (e.g. 

Marini and Greenberger 1978). Considering these different positions and from a realistic 

perspective, I define educational aspiration as the educational level a child hope him/herself to 

achieve while educational expectation is taken as parents’ desirable goals pertaining to the child’s 

educational achievement.  
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Life history and narrative were employed as research methods. 42 individuals from three different 

generations were recruited as research samples. Firstly, I investigated the impact of parents’ social 

status on their educational expectations for the children. It revealed that parents with comparatively 

high educational attainments were more likely to give high educational expectations for the 

children; whereas gender discrimination, educational policy and social event (e.g. the Cultural 

Revolution) mediated this causality. Moreover, I explored how parents’ educational expectations 

motivated the child to rise up the social ladder. The data showed that high expectation led to greater 

parental involvement in their children’s education and children were more likely to receive financial 

support from their parents, regardless of family socio-economic status. Moreover, a child’s own 

educational aspiration determined his/her educational attainment as well.   

Haller, A. O., L. B. Otto, et al. (1974). "Level of Occupational Aspiration: An Empirical Analysis." American 

Sociological Review 39(1): 113-121. 

Marini, M. M. and E. Greenberger (1978). "Sex Differences in Occupational Aspirations and Expectations." 

Work and Occupations 5(2): 147-178. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Mauro Di Lullo  

University of Aberdeen 

Heidegger and the problem of human freedom 

It has been argued by contemporary philosophers of politics that the liberal state has rediscovered 

and rehabilitated its essentially authoritarian and in some aspects fascist foundation repressing any 

form of antagonism through new techniques of ‘’Power’’.  

Other thinkers have extended these arguments into the description of everyday life in most of our 

‘’liberal’’ democracies: in my work I will show how the extension, expansion and growth of state 

command appears to represent an inexorable tendency with the following consequences: the 

impunity of the State for its crimes, the disintegration and collapse of rights to liberty and the 

preventative repression of forms of political and social dissensus coming from minorities groups. 

What is the purpose of this work? 

Through a close engagement with Martin Heidegger’s much discussed Rectorial address(1933) ,my 

thesis will make an attempt to reconsider the notion of social class, education and more particularly 

the role of Universities in neoliberal regimes in creating possible ‘’spaces’’ of resistance and true 

education for a community of researchers. 

My work will be reading the ‘’Rectorial address’’ from a structuralist perspective, showing to the 

reader its sociological value in our discourse on education and social classes. 

What is the role that Universities can play in this struggle for education and enhancement of beings? 
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Drawing onto the work of Gerard Granel and other authors, I will be questioning the idea of 

University as instrument to create an alternative to oppression and alienation existing between 

classes. 

Do we have a right to achieve higher education? 

 

 

Constantino    Dumangane 

Cardiff University, School of Social Sciences, Education pathway 

A longitudinal study of the experiences of British African Caribbean students at elite higher 

education institutions during their final year of undergraduate study and their work experiences one 

year later 

Exploring the Narratives of the Few, the Proud: Successful Black Males at Elite Higher Education 

Institutions in the UK. 

There is extensive research addressing masculinity, performativity and the laddish-ness of Black boys 

in secondary education (Connell, Epstein, Mac an Ghaill, Renold, Skelton, Francis, Sewell). A plethora 

of research also exists concerning how social structures such as class, gender, race and ethnicity 

influence underachievement in school. This early research (in its preliminary stages) seeks to explore 

the experiences of Black men attending elite HEIs in England and Wales through their narratives 

/counter stories. Black men’s’ stories will be explored in relation to how issues of performativity and 

forms of capital (Bourdieu, Becker) have affected their aspirational trajectories toward academic and 

employment success. This presentation will provide a brief overview of my Master’s research on 

Black men’s memories of their secondary education experiences and how it led me to my current 

PhD research into the exploration of Black men’s experiences in elite universities.  

Key Words: Higher education, Meritocracy, Capital, Class, Race, Ethnicity Discrimination, Critical Race Theory, 

Counterstories/Narratives, Identity, Performativity, Masculinity. 

 

Ceryn   Evans 

Cardiff University, School of Social Sciences 

How does ‘place’ bear upon young people’s post-compulsory education aspirations and decisions? 

The research explores the significance of ‘place’ for the decisions which young people make about 

their post-school lives, as well as their education, training and career aspirations. The fieldwork 

involved qualitative interviews with 57 young people age 16-18 who live in two distinct geographical 

locations in South Wales. One of these locations is a semi-urban area in South Wales, the other is 

located in the South Wales valleys. A particular focus of this research is the higher education 

decision making process of young people. This focus revealed the way in which university choice is 

not only framed by the social, cultural and material resources to which young people have access 

but also the emotional relationships which young people have with ‘home’. The research illuminates 
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the continuing importance of social class and also ‘place’ in the decisions which young people make 

about HE.   

 

 

Sol Gamsu  

 

University of Cambridge/Education 

  

Comparing socio-spatial experiences of transitions into higher education: The effect of school, 

neighbourhood and city habitus on higher education choice 

This poster draws on my current research exploring the influence of school, neighbourhood and city 

habitus on HE aspirations of final year sixth form students in a large Northern city and in London. I 

combine qualitative case studies in each city of two schools with geodemographic analysis of HE 

participation across neighbourhoods in each city. Currently I am completing my first set of interviews 

with students in the Northern city. The findings will therefore be preliminary, but geodemographic 

research suggests there should be strong variation of HE aspiration and progression by 

neighbourhood and institutional, school habitus. I also expect to find substantial differences in 

institution and subject choice as a result of the social class/neighbourhood context of each school. 

My research develops Butler with Robson’s work (2003), applying their concept of middle class 

metropolitan habitus of school choice to HE choice. Conversely I also explore a provincial city habitus 

of HE choice. Despite much Bourdieusian sociological research on the socio-spatial context of school 

choice and middle class aspirations (Butler, Hamnett: 2007), with few exceptions (Reay et al., 2005) 

qualitative Bourdieusian research into HE has tended to overlook the socio-spatial contexts of 

student choices. In contrast quantitative, geodemographic analyses of HE participation have shown 

specific London patterns of HE progression compared with provincial areas (HEFCE 2005). My 

research combines geodemographic and qualitative methods with a Bourdieusian conceptual 

approach to class and education to enhance our understanding of the varying effects of 

neighbourhood, school and city habitus on HE choice and aspiration. 

 

 

Michele Giblin 

 

School of Social Work and Social Policy, Trinity College Dublin 

THE EMPLOYMENT, SOCIAL AND PERSONAL RETURNS OF GRADUATE EDUCATION AS EXPERIENCED 

BY MATURE STUDENTS 

Education plays a significant part in streaming individuals from an early age and situating them in 

social strata. Lifelong learning and the broadening of access into third level education institutions 

has long   been on the agenda of European and Irish social policy in attempting to create a more 

inclusive society. Within the Irish domain this is facilitated by the National Development Plan (2007-

2013) and the National Plan on Access (2008-2013) and re- emphasised in the Hunt report (2010). 
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Mature students are a particular cohort included in the lexicon of disadvantage. Evaluations of the 

experiences of the mature cohort in third level education in Ireland has been dominated by studies 

of disadvantaged access (Clancy 1995, 2001), experience within institutions (Clarke & Eustace 2009, 

Staunton 2008, Irish University Study 2009) overall experience (Trinity College 2010, Fleming, Loxley, 

Kenny and Finnegan 2009) and employment destinations of all graduates sourced from graduate 

studies offices of the Higher Education Authority (HEA).   

 

This qualitative study is situated in a broad social mobility paradigm. By identifying determinants and 

properties of social mobility, Hopper (1971, 1973, 1981) introduced the importance of separating 

the concepts of class and of status in order to evaluate the efficacy of educational interventions.  

The potential importance of this study is in exploring the decision making process of mature 

students, reflections on their time at university and their experiences post graduation, and to gain 

an understanding of significance of the concepts of class and status based on their unique 

experiences. 

 

 

Nicholas    Halafihi 

 

Carnegie, Leeds Metropolitan University 

 Increasing student engagement in the academic curriculum 

In an age of increased demands regarding ‘value for money’ from Higher Education institutions-the 

students of today are more likely to seek academic courses that offer a new and widening variety of 

provision. This increased provision includes elements of Employability, E-Learning, Globalization and 

Enterprise.  

This emphasis demonstrates a shift in the needs and demands of potential students, Nothedge 

(2003) describes this as a learning process, which is initiated and accomplished by the student. 

Indeed Northedge (2003:169) demonstrates a greater insight into this theory when he states, “the 

teacher’s role is to ‘facilitate’ this learning”. This study will unravel the needs and demands of the 

new student experience and evaluate the requirements of an ‘ideal’ pedagogy 

Nicol (2006) links ‘student engagement’ with a quality first year experience as a key contributing 

factor in the students enjoyment of their chosen course and ultimately it’s completion-something 

that all funding opportunities insist on prior to any University re-imbursement from the Higher 

Education Funding Council. The issue of drop-out rates and increased in student fees are all related 

issues which will be explored in the thesis.    

Hubball and Burt (2004:51), explain that “A flexible framework, guiding principles and strategic 

approach to developing and implementing learning-centered curricula” are requirements of 

academic developers. However, these are often centered too heavily on staff efficiencies than a 

more balanced approach of increasing student centredness. 

This thesis will identify the needs of the student and investigate specific practices which University’s 

use to try and increase, sustain and enhance their student experience.   
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Stephen   Hilditch 

 

Education, London South Bank University 

 

Storming the Bastions: Why Oxbridge self replicate at the expense of state school pupils 

 

My research will be designed to look at perceptions of state school students towards Oxbridge and 

what factors are contributing to the ‘stacked deck’ of opportunity. 

The Sutton Report “Degrees of Success” provides some of the quantitative background to my 

research which is looking at why state school children, fair less well than those from private/public 

school backgrounds when applying to Oxbridge.  Bourdieu’s ideas of cultural capital provide a 

framework for explanation, whilst an understanding of how misrecognition and habitus contribute 

to our understanding of why class difference at Oxbridge (and other Russell Group Universities) are 

accepted and perpetuated.  . The perceptions that Oxbridge is not for ‘us’ is part of this 

misrecognition and to an extent has become self-justificatory.  The outreach programmes from 

Oxbridge claim that in excess of fifty percent of undergraduates come from state schools; however, 

the state schools which do send students to Oxbridge are often selective schools. The remaining 49% 

of places are offered to the seven percent of school students who attend private schools. 

Using the earlier research undertaken by Vryonides, I intend to use similar methods, based on one or 

two rural comprehensives which both have wide and diverse socio-economic catchment areas. In 

addition I shall make use of focus group surveys to develop a greater understanding and awareness 

of the perceptions young people have about Oxbridge and higher education. The methodology 

underpinning the research is designed to be transformative. A mixed methods approach will be 

employed to gather data. 

Vryonides, M., Social and Cultural Capital in Educational Research: Issues of Operationalisation and Measurement, British 

Educational Research Journal, Vol. 33, No.6 (Dec., 2007) pp. 867-885 

 

 

Katie   Hunter 

 

School of Education, University of Strathclyde 

Applying a situated social practice approach to understanding decision making of school leavers: 

The development of a research orientation for the purposes of addressing issues of inequality in 

education. 

 This is a study of the application of an ethnographic research perspective to understanding how 

young people make decisions when they leave school termed in this study as a social practices 

perspective.  A social practices approach conceptualises decision making as sets of practices that are 

contextually embedded and situationally variable, rather than as a completely autonomous 

individual act.  

The study examines the capacity of this approach to provide explanations and understandings of key 

questions to do with social inequality and challenges to a normative perspective of educational 
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transition in Scotland. Presented in this thesis are a number of case studies of pupil experiences 

from a secondary school in Glasgow located in an area in the top deciles of the Scottish Index of 

Multiple Deprivation. 

As well as developing case studies, I draw on data generated in two research projects that ran 

alongside this PhD study: Firstly a mixed methods research project using mobile phone technology 

and qualitative enquiry to understand the social networks of a high achieving group of pupils in the 

school, most of which desire to go to University. Secondly, the research team set up a mentoring 

project as a way to increase resources within the school which usefully foreground issues related to 

the concept of cultural capital.  

 

 
Fiona  Jackson 
 
University of Cambridge 
 
Intervention programmes for students underachieving in primary school mathematics: A process 
analysis of Catch Up Numeracy 

My research investigates how schools implement and deliver intervention programmes for students 

underachieving in primary school mathematics.  Whilst my research is not directly related to social 

class, statistics show that overall white British’ boys and girls entitled to free school meals had the 

lowest mathematics attainment (The Sutton Trust, 2009).  Also, statistics from a large scale 

intervention programme, Numbers Count, show that high proportions of students who undertake 

mathematical intervention are from minority ethnic backgrounds, have English as an additional 

language,  have a special educational need or are eligible for free school meals (Edge Hill University, 

2009, p. 2). 

Sociological models deem students’ social and economic circumstances the most significant factors 

explaining their academic performance, reinforced by the TIMSS, PISA and PIRLS surveys (Haahr, 

Nielsen, Hansen, & Jakobsen, 2005).  Social status can be measured in many ways but typically 

includes parents’ educational level and income.  Parents who themselves did not relate to school 

mathematics may not expose their children to a range of mathematical ideas in the home. For 

others, the lack of parental expertise in mediating between home and school means that parents do 

not always know how best to support their child’s academic work.  For example, if student require 

additional help, then parents from middle-class backgrounds are more able to offer additional 

resources in the form of private tutors (Ball, 2003).  In addition, these parents are more likely to be 

aware of and negotiate with the school as to the type of intervention programme their child should 

undergo. 
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Christy Kulz  

Goldsmiths College, University of London 

‘Structure liberates?': the cultural transformation of 'urban children' in a London academy 

My research centres around Beaumont Academy, a celebrated secondary school based in inner 

London. The New Labour government opened over 200 academies as part of their public-private 

finance initiative for secondary education, while the coalition Government is vastly expanding and 

altered the programme by both inviting and forcing schools to convert to academies. Academies 

were originally created to 'break the cycle of underachievement in areas of social and economic 

deprivation' by 'establishing a culture of ambition to replace the poverty of aspiration' (DFCS) 

(Adonis 2008). These schools have been widely criticised for their exemption from local authority 

control, standard pay and conditions, and general democratic accountability. Beaumont opened in 

2004, with its 'structure liberates' ethos aimed at ‘freeing’ its largely working-class and ethnic 

minority student body from a culture of poverty through regimented discipline. The school has 

dazzled politicians with its excellent exam results; this accumulation of accolades against the odds is 

the stuff of Hollywood films, but what this aspirational tale ignores are the more complicated stories 

underlying the glossy veneer of unbounded success. Beaumont's road to a brighter future is paved 

with the soaring rhetoric of the self-made citizen, however this road and the demands made along it 

are never questioned, but positioned as an unexamined social and cultural good. My research 

explores the social and cultural dimensions of equipping students with 'suitable' forms of capital 

through ethnographic methods and interviews with student, teachers and parents. It outlines how 

the 'structure liberates' ethos disciplines and grafts capital onto the body through spatial and 

temporal practices, how it constructs the ideal student, while also exploring how students discuss 

social mixing and mobility, as well as the altercations or eliminations necessary to achieve it. These 

adjustments both produce and bring raced and classed positions into focus, highlighting who needs 

to 'do' work on themselves to accrue value. 

 

Christine    Lewis 

 

University of Brighton 

The life-cycle of the Education Maintenance Allowance and the role of evidence in its fate 

  

The Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) was a means-tested conditional cash transfer award 

for 16 to 19 year olds choosing to participate in post-compulsory education. Its purpose was to 

increase the participation, retention and attainment of young people in education beyond the school 

years. It was a response to the fear of slippage in UK economic competitiveness. In 1999, the EMA 

was piloted in local authorities with high levels of deprivation and rolled out nationally in 2004. In 

2010 it was abolished. The objectives of my study include an evaluation of the impact of the EMA 

scheme. This requires an in-depth consideration of a body of government-commissioned reports and 

other commentaries which attempt to measure the effects of the EMA in terms of participation and 

other social outcomes. The abolition of the scheme was justified in terms of a cherry-picked statistic 

from a further government-commissioned report. The relationship between hardship and 
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participation is a central question. The correlation between family income and aspiration, the 

esteem deficit between vocational and academic qualifications and the difference between the 

college and school experience, all have class connections. I propose that attitudes to education do 

not only reflect socio-economic class but define it. Attempts by governments to improve the 

educational engagement of particular groups of young people struggle despite a wealth of policy and 

research studies. A major question is whether educational experience is so class-based that the 

impasse between those disengaged and policy-makers and their advisers trying to engage them 

cannot be breached.  

 

 

Jen-Ying    Li 

Institute of Education, University of London 

Social Class Differences in Taiwan Youth School Experience 

The aim of this research is to investigate the experiences of junior high school level students in 

Taiwan: what are their perceptions of school experiences, and more specifically, what extent family 

social statuses are associated with different parents’ educative capital and students’ educational 

habitus, which in turn influences pupils’ school experience. Indeed, these ideas derive in part from 

Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice; this study intends to expand the relationship between social 

class and education; moreover, to examine a dynamic structure between family social status 

influence and personal perception.     

Additionally, the focus of previous Taiwanese research was limited to students’ educational 

attainment. However, this research seeks to broaden the scope by investigating issues of 

educational attainment, students’ participation in educational activities, peer relationships and 

teacher-student relationships, which are referred to as school experience. That is to say, to 

investigate with a special focus on the extent to which school experiences vary in terms of family 

socioeconomic status, and why are the intensions of this study. Armed with such information, it will 

be possible examine the phenomenon of youth development and secondary education in Taiwan; 

moreover, valuable contribution will be made to educational and social research. 

After the process of data analysis with using structural equation modeling, many meaningful findings 

are examined. Family socioeconomic status did not make direct impact on students’ relationship 

with peers and teachers; and parents’ educative capital did not affect educational attainment 

directly as well.  In my presentation, I will present more update research findings. 
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Lian McGavock 

 

School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work, Queen's University, Belfast  

 

Adverse Childhood Experiences in Northern Ireland’s Undergraduate Population: 
Segregation, Deprivation and Education 
 
BACKGROUND & AIM:  The association between educational attainment and positive economic, 

health and social outcomes is well documented, yet levels of childhood adversity amongst the 

academically successful is under-investigated. This research sought to determine the prevalence of 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) in undergraduates of Queen’s University, Belfast, examining 

multiplicity of childhood adversity in an institutionally segregated, selectively-educated society. 

METHOD: 765 students completed an online questionnaire, self-reporting on measures including 

childhood adversity and household dysfunction, family social-service contact, ‘Troubles’-related 

experiences, current/global health and life satisfaction. Along with post-primary type and 

denomination, educational attainment was measured to establish associations between academic 

achievement and types of adversity. Findings were analysed by means of descriptive statistics and 

Path Analysis. 

RESULTS: 56% (n=428) reported at least one childhood adversity.  Household Mental Illness was the 

most prevalent adversity (n=318). Over 95% of those who reported Maternal Abuse had experienced 

at least two additional adversities; Paternal Abuse was predictive of at least six adversities 

Respondents aged 30 years and over reported significantly more ‘Troubles’-related experiences yet 

higher life satisfaction than other age groups.  Those from the least deprived backgrounds had 

significantly reduced odds of experiencing higher levels of adversity. Achievement Motivation 

significantly correlated with higher ACE scores, as was engagement with ‘vocational’ degree paths 

and possession of access qualifications.  

CONCLUSIONS: The levels and types of adversities experienced by an academically successful 

population reflect the widespread occurrence of Adverse Childhood Experiences. This should be of 

interest to educationalists and social policy analysts seeking to devise effective preventative 

intervention strategies. 

 

Kirsty    Morrin 

Newcastle University 

'The End of the Road?’:  Attitudes, aspirations and educational attainment in a North West town 

The study uses Bourdieu’s notion of ‘habitus’ as a conceptual tool for understanding the ‘field’ of 

post-compulsory education, considering the objective and dispositional constraints of a working 

class child’s educational ‘choices’ and experiences. Concurring that the ‘habitus’ is an internalized, 

objectified, institutionalized condition, the research illustrates how a number of non -traditional 

British students face economic, cultural, and symbolic boundaries in further and higher education. 

The fieldwork consists of an intergenerational sample of sixteen participants; a cohort of participants 
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aged 17-26 their respective parents. Establishing the project within a single ward within a 

statistically disadvantaged town, allows arguments for locality, space and place to flourish. 

Additionally, there is also a section to address some gendered differentiation. Key themes arising 

from the research include, but are not limited to; spatial entrapment, ‘dislocation’; ‘misrecognition’; 

lack of ‘informed’ choice and even suggestions of ‘hysteresis’. The paper concludes that educational 

attainment is not of highest importance to many working class people; although this is not through 

devaluing education or a lack of aspiration, but the uncertainty of economic stability after 

graduation. Moreover, barriers in applying to higher education institutions remain through lack of 

‘interventionist’ knowledge. 

 

 

Tracy Part 

 

London Metropolitan University; Institute for Policy Studies in Education (IPSE) 

Mathematical wellbeing:  What are the implication for policy and practice? 

This paper draws on data gathered as part of a small scale qualitative doctorate study, which 

through collating educational narratives, aims to discuss the usefulness of the capabilities 

framework in shaping a reflexive curriculum space to enhance the experiences of adults learning 

mathematics (pre level 2) in the UK.   

Teaching mathematics to adults is different to teaching children. Adults do not just bring 

mathematical skills with them into the classroom; they bring entrenched classed, gendered and 

racialised constructs of teaching and learning.  Adults often expect to learn a series of mathematical 

procedures that can be reproduced for examination purposes and are often conflicted by the 

contemporary approach that asks them, as learners, to construct, articulate, and value their own 

mathematical ideas.  Problematically to many, mathematics is regarded as something that is 

unobtainable, uncontrollable; simply put, something that other people do. So, whilst a constructivist 

approach to teaching holds exciting opportunities for reflection, to do so in a meaningful way, 

requires an authorised curriculum space designed for learners to critically engage with the social 

constructs of learning; to foreground the dimensions of (mathematical) learning that they, as 

learners, most value. This author posits that the capabilities approach of wellbeing can offer a 

shared language for learners, and the wider learning community, to look below the surface of 

previous learning experiences, to disaggregate and disentangle the freedom dimensions of learning 

from the more instrumental achievement of a qualification gained.  

 

Marco Romito  

University of Milan – Graduate School in Social, Economic and Political Sciences/University of 

Manchester 

Within the Italian schooling system, after three years of lower secondary school, students have to 

choose among strongly differentiated educational tracks (academic, technical and vocational). 

Research have demonstrated the association between upper secondary school choices and familial 
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class background as well as the impact of schooling paths on future educational and working 

chances.  

Rational choice theory have been extensively used by sociological literature to explain how familial 

social background produce differences in school preferences. The lack of formal mechanisms of 

students selection at the passage from lower to upper secondary school, have led research to see 

class differences in educational aspiration as a crucial mechanism of social reproduction. Less 

developed is the empiric research over the role played by the school institution within the decision-

making process.  

My Phd research is based on participant observation and qualitative interviews with teachers, 

parents, students and school counsellors in two school (one located in a working class 

neighbourhood and one in a more socially mixed context). My focus is on the functioning of school 

counselling as a mechanism that contribute to shape educational aspiration. Conceived to foster 

“well-aware” choices, school counselling functions as a manipulative and reificatory device through 

the production of “evidences” of students abilities and potentiality.  

During the conference I would discuss a) the processes of construction of schooling advices and b) 

the ways through which families endowed with different level of cultural, economic and social 

capital negotiate, oppose or accept them.  

 

Konstanze     Spohrer 

University of Strathclyde, School of Education 

Discourses on “aspiration” and their negotiation in the school context 

The PhD project takes recent debates in the UK on a “lack” or “poverty” of “aspirations” among 

young people from disadvantaged backgrounds as a starting point. By combining a discourse analysis 

of policy documents with a case study in a Scottish secondary school, the project traces how ideas 

promoted in the public debate become salient in local practices and young people’s thinking about 

their futures. The study draws on Michel Foucault’s notions of discourse and practice as well as 

conceptualisations of discourse in local context. It is assumed that although public discourse is 

constitutive of the objects and subjects of the social world, it is negotiated, appropriated and 

resisted.  

The analysis shows that official discourses on “aspiration” promote a meritocratic society, in which 

social position is determined by talent and effort. Problematising the “lack” of “aspiration” do 

better, the debate constructs young people from disadvantaged backgrounds as deficient and in 

need to adopt aims and attitudes of their more advantaged peers. The analysis of young people’s 

accounts indicates the call to “aim higher” creates hopes but is also associated with risk of failure. 

The project thus illuminates the burden and tensions that the debate creates by placing the 

responsibility for overcoming social disadvantage on the individual young person. It also discusses 

limits of a discourse analysis perspective for understanding issues of educational inequality and 

disadvantage.  
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Garth Stahl and Loic Menzies 

 Faculty of Education, University of Cambridge 

Comparing the relative importance of educational, occupational, material and moral aspirations 

amongst white working class boys in south London 

This paper explores the aspirations of a group of twenty-three working class boys from South 

London, ages 14-16. It responds to a context of persistent ‘educational underachievement’ on 

the part of this group and a discourse which frequently labels them as having ‘low aspirations’ 

or indeed no aspirations at all. By comparing four different ‘strands’ of aspiration which emerge 

from our data, we show that the boys’ aspirations are rooted in their gendered and classed 

identities. We argue that the current dominant neo-liberal discourse prioritises a view of 

aspirations that is competitive, economic and status based and employs educational, 

occupational and material aspirations as proxies for these priorities. In contrast, our 

participants’ were guided by deeply held but subjective views of a ‘good’ life and articulated 

their life plans around what we term ‘moral aspirations’. Educational, occupational and 

material aspirations failed to act as effective proxies for these priorities which favoured notions 

of loyalty (to oneself and others), friendship, family and patriotism. As a result, the boys 

undergo complex ‘identity work’ in order to reconcile competing and contrasting notions of 

aspiration.  

 

Jenny Thatcher 

School of Law and Social Science, University of East London  

Migrating Habitus: A case study of Polish immigrants and secondary school choice in London and 

Nottingham 

 

In recent years the study of white middle-class advantage in education has been prevalent in the 

research on the marketisation of education. This case study of Polish migrants’ educational 

aspirations for their children questions the traditional perspective of social class and school choice. 

Narratives of social divisions, ethnicity and education markets in Britain are explored through loosely 

semi-structured interviews with 33 Polish parents living in London and Nottingham. A Bourdieuian 

perspective is used to assess whether their understandings of these issues influence their interaction 

with the quasi-market in the two areas. Through studying a set of predominantly “white” migrants, 

the often-perceived stereotypical opinion that Polish migrants are seen as possessing a “desirable” 

cultural proximity to British people – in comparison to other migrant groups – is challenged by 

analysing the migrants’ feelings about their and their children’s interactions with British people in 

the educational field. Furthermore, interesting questions about middle-class advantages in 

education are questioned as the majority of the parents were educated to master degree level, 

leaving professional employment in Poland to frequently work in low-skilled employment in the UK.  

This research assesses the importance of habitus upon educational decisions, as the 

“knowledgeability” of Polish parents’ secondary school choice is examined in order to understand 

the reciprocal influences of migrants’ home and host societal structures in shaping their awareness 
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of the consequences of education to the future trajectory of their children. As well as investigating 

what impact – if any – the lingering effect of social divisions under the communist regime might have 

towards the migrants understanding of social class.   

 

Keywords: Habitus, Bourdieu, Polish Migration, School Choice 

 

 

Daria Tkacz 

University of Southampton, Social Sciences 

“The educational and career aspirations of Polish adolescent males in British secondary schools” 

The primary goal of the study is to explore the educational and professional aspirations of Polish 

boys who arrived in the UK after May 2004 and who are currently between 14 and 16 years old. The 

research will consider the perspectives of youth as well as those of Polish parents, the aim being to 

investigate the complexity of the post-16 choice, together with structural constraints underlying it as 

well as the different forms of capital operationalized by the actors to their benefit. I will consider the 

ways in which pupils’ aspirations are shaped by their school and home environment and their 

experiences of migration.  The impact of parents’ education, social class and place of origin in Poland 

(rural/urban) on their attitudes to the schooling of their children and their ability to actualise 

educational ambitions in a foreign context will be considered. The study will adopt visual methods, 

group and individual interviews with the pupils as well as interviews with teachers and parents. The 

data collection will begin in February 2012 and it will take place in a local secondary school for boys. 

   

Michael    Tzanakis 

Department of Quantitative Social Science, Centre for Longitudinal Studies, Institute of Education, 

University of London 

'Distal influences of ethnicity and social class and gender differentials in home and school-based 

proximal processes and the development of young people’s educational expectations between 14-

16: between and within-group comparative analysis of ethnic minority groups in England’.  

This research presents a secondary analysis of three consecutive waves of  the Longitudinal Study of 

Young People in England (LSYPE) and was theoretically informed  by ecological systems theory. The 

evidence  explores  cross and within-group ethnic differentials in distal influences due to mother's 

ethnicity and social class on moderating the effect of family circumstances (family asset/deprivation) 

and home-based proximal communication (parent-child communication) on young people's 

educational expectations from ages 14-16 for White, Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Black Caribbean 

and Black African groups of mothers and their children . The analysis adopts a latent variable 

approach across time to explore the mediation of home-based and school-based proximal processes 

on young people's educational expectations and provides a systematic assessment of between and 

within-group differences. Cross-group ethnic differentials were assessed for each of the six ethnic 

minority groups. Within-group variation was also examined on smaller groups disaggregated by 

mother's education (a proxy for mother's social class) and young people's gender. The results 
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showed significant cross and within-group differences in the moderation of the effect of the family 

circumstances and proximal communication on young people's expectations due to the distal effect 

of mother's ethnicity and social class. Further, significant within class and gender ethnic differentials 

were found in the way home and school-based proximal processes mediated the effect of the above 

family background factors on the young people’s educational expectations. 

 

 

Sarah   Wright 

School of Medical Sciences Education Development, Newcastle University 

A Mixed Methods Study of Medical School Admissions:  Issues of Prediction and Performance 

 

Selecting medical students is a challenge for UK universities:  there are more applicants than places, 

limited selection tools upon which to base decisions, and concerns over fair access.  This mixed 

methods study explored issues of fairness and student performance and was influenced by the work 

of Pierre Bourdieu. 

Quantitative inquiry revealed that privately educated students had significantly higher personal 

statement scores than state educated students; however, personal statements were not predictive 

of medical school performance. There were no significant differences in medical school performance 

for students from different school types.  

Semi-structured interviews suggested that privately educated students never considered non-

university career options, were encouraged by their schools and families to apply to medical school, 

and viewed entry as a realistic goal.  State educated students were warned about the difficulties of 

gaining entry to medical school, with some describing feelings of inferiority during the application 

process.  Through schools and families, privately educated students had access to higher levels of 

social and cultural capital than state educated students.  Such capital was beneficial in preparing 

medical school applications, particularly when writing personal statements and securing work 

experience.  Students described a range of factors affecting their medical school performance; 

however, notably absent from these discussions was access to capital.   

Capital is unequally distributed among medical school applicants, affecting who gains entry but 

having no influence on course performance.  These results challenge rhetoric suggesting that 

disproportionately high numbers of independently educated students gain entry to medical school 

reflects a natural outcome of meritocratic admissions practices.  
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Yang  Yang 

 

Institution/Department: Faculty of Education, University of Cambridge  

Transforming Cultural Capital: researching successful rural students in China  

‘Were They Pushed or Did They Jump?i’: researching successful rural students in China 

The under-achievement of working class (or any disadvantaged social group) has rightly been a 

major focus of educational research and policy reform; however, I propose that we cannot 

successfully understand why some working-class students underachieve without at the same time 

explaining why others from the same group do not. My study focused on those who were 

academically successful but socially disadvantaged—university students who came from rural areas 

in China. By using part of my PhD data, this presentation will explore: 1) what contributes to their 

educational success: the system, their family or themselves; and 2) can education transform their 

insufficient cultural capital. The finding proved the importance of the role that individual reflexivity 

(aspiration)ii played in explaining the above questions. It also suggested that those rural students 

with high aspiration always adopted a scholastic mode of cultural acquisition, which was important, 

but neglected more often than not in Bourdieu’s framework. However, social agents did not ‘jump’ 

solely on their own willingness; they were also pushed (or needed to be pushed) by the system. In 

other words, educational system should open up the possibilities for upward social mobility. In 

summary, this presentation aims to provide with a critical account of Bourdieu’s reproduction theory 

based on empirical data, with particular reference to how the combined effect of aspiration and 

education can ultimately change people’s life chances.  

1 The title is borrowed from the name of a book written by Professor Diego Gambetta (1987) since it accurately indicates the central focus 

of this presentation.  

 
1 Personally, ‘aspiration’ is part of the concept ‘reflexivity’, which directs individual’s social movements. However, it needs to be stressed 

that ‘reflexivity’ I use here is different from Bourdieu’s definition and this will be explained in the presentation. 

 

 

Rebecca Ye 

 

University of Oxford 

 

THE CONSTRUCTION & STRATIFICATION OF ASPIRATIONS: The Case of the Young Singaporean 

Intellectual Elite 

 

The capacity to aspire is not evenly distributed in any society (Appadurai, 2004). Some are more 

conscious of relating the links between aspirations and choice due to reasons such as the possession 

of a bigger stock of available experiences of the relationship of aspirations and outcomes, the 

possibilities to trial and error, or the ability to link material goods and immediate opportunities to 

possibilities and options (ibid). This piece of research is motivated by a desire to understand how 

Singaporean students pursuing undergraduate programmes at the University of Oxford and 

University of Cambridge1, on scholarships funded by the Singapore government, construct their 

aspirations. These individuals are the crème de la crème of the young globalised intellectual elites 

and their future career trajectories are ones of promise as they are prepared for political and 
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administrative leadership in Singapore. Having emerged as top performers in a highly competitive 

education system and stringent scholarship selection processes, how do they perceive their past, 

view their current positions and where do they see themselves in the future? In forming their 

aspirations, how do they construct justifications, narratives, metaphors, and pathways through 

which they link their aspirations with their choices? Who are the gatekeepers or barriers to their 

aspirations and who advocates for them? Underpinning this research is the premise that 

understanding how aspirations are constructed within social groups and how aspirations affect 

individual behaviour could be a step towards understanding how aspirations are stratified within a 

given society. 

 
1 A preliminary secondary data analysis reveals that at the time of writing, from 2002 to 2011, 124 out of the 581 (21%) 

recipients of the prestigious Public Service Commission government scholarship attended Cambridge and Oxford. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
 

 


