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Exploring the ‘participation’ in Widening Participation: working class students’ engagement with the university experience.
This paper is drawn from a 28 month ESRC/TLRP (Grant ref: RES-139-25-0208) research project that looks at the socio-cultural and learning experiences of students in four Higher Education institutions. This paper focuses on the experiences of eight case study students from working class backgrounds based in one of those institutions: a post 1992 university. The students comprising five white women and three white men, and of whom four are mature students, have been interviewed at least three times over two academic years. Much has been written about the various challenges facing working class students particularly in relation to financial and domestic concerns. Whilst these issues face the students in our study often leading them to adopt a strategic attitude to their studies, the process of navigation through and engagement with the University, their subject and the nature of study is more complex. Not only are their financial resources limited so too is their route map through HE. They start out with little or limited knowledge of what to expect or what is expected of them and little understanding of the structure and overall requirements of their course. They also have limited understanding of what might be at their disposal either to further their studies or to enhance their social enjoyment. Within our own study as well as those of others, the issue of fitting in and belonging is important and as others have shown (eg Reay et al 2005) the anticipation of this dimension is an important consideration for many working class students when making their choice. In this paper, however, we consider whether students at Northern University fit-in ‘too well’; whether the experience is too  ‘cosy’ at certain levels and thus impedes their access to the ‘hidden curriculum’ and the development of the knowledge of recognition and realisation rules as described by Bernstein. In addition to these Bernsteinean concepts we also draw on Bourdieu’s concept of field in particular, to explain the dynamics of the students’ learning negotiations. Whilst our case study students are not richly endowed with high volume cultural capital they are resourceful, determined, persevering and strongly focussed. Having overcome significant challenges to get to university they are determined to succeed. However, we consider here the nature of students’ participation at university and the extent to which the students have been enabled to engage with the university experience in its various forms.
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