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Lifecourse, generation and educational decision-making:

viewing contemporary participation in HE through an intergenerational lens
This paper will explore educational decision-making from an inter-generational perspective, drawing on fieldwork conducted with sixteen family and friendship-based networks as part of an ESRC-funded project, ‘Non-participation in Higher Education: Decision making as an embedded social practice’. The project (part of the Teaching and Learning Research Programme’s Widening Participation in HE initiative) explores to what extent future participation might be conceived as within the bounds of the possible amongst ‘potentially recruitable’ individuals, and how and in what ways HE-related (non) decision-making can be construed as an embedded social practice within and across generations.
Our case studies radiate out from individuals whose highest level of qualification is at level 3, but many networks include at least one friend or family member who has some HE experience. An intergenerational perspective on patterns of past and present educational participation within and across a network is a powerful tool for considering the embedded nature of educational decision making. It allows us to unpack the influence of history, biography and structure on contemporary perspectives on HE, as well as on individuals’ decisions (or non-decisions) whether to participate beyond level 3 in the current HE policy climate.
The paper will draw on four key elements of the life course approach identified by Giele and Elder (1998): (i) location in time and place: highlighting the importance of generational positioning – for our purposes, particularly in relation to individual’s positioning relative to key moments in education and labour market policy; (ii) linked lives: highlighting the impact on the life course of network-specific social and cultural expectations; (iii) human agency: highlighting the importance of individual motivation, goal orientation and active decision-making; and (iv) the timing of lives: highlighting the significance of how and when a person undertakes specific actions or engages in specific events, and the extent to which they respond and adapt either passively or actively to them.
As our case studies demonstrate, our respondents’ generational positioning is highly significant for understanding the specific policy contexts within which they will have experienced key educational transitions, particularly the transition from compulsory to post-compulsory education, and the ways in which their passage through these contexts have shaped their life chances, understandings and motivations (Antikainen et al, 1996; Edmunds and Turner, 2002). In turn, we are interested in the extent to which individuals may then attempt to shape and influence the decision-making of those close to them on the basis of their own generationally-specific educational experiences across the life course. Our study, then, explores the extent to which intimate networks provide a critical context within which individuals' HE-related thinking is embedded and co-constructed, both within and across generations.
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