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Decision-making about Higher Education Pathways as an Embedded Social Practice

This paper is based on interview data arising from the ESRC-TLRP funded project, Non-participation in higher education: Decision-making as an embedded social practice.  This project is examining the extent to which higher education is conceived as 'within the bounds of the possible' for non-participants with Level 3 qualifications and is exploring how attitudes to higher education and decisions about non-participation are embedded within 'networks of intimacy', consisting of family members and close friends.  The study hypothesises that such networks provide a critical context within which individuals' thinking about participation is embedded and co-constructed.
This current paper focuses on the members of those networks of intimacy who have achieved higher education degrees (or those who aspire to).  It suggests that the educational decisions of those members are similarly embedded and co-constructed within the networks, although with somewhat different outcomes from the non-participants for reasons which will be explored.
This paper will draw on a range of overlapping and interrelated theoretical and methodological approaches such as that of cultural reproduction (e.g. Bourdieu 1996); notions of risks and reflexive modernity (e.g. Giddens 1990); social capital (e.g. Putnam 1993); life course (e.g. Giele and Elder 1998); and life history (e.g. Antikainen et al. 1996).  It will pose questions such as:
· How did/do individuals with higher education qualifications or aspirations to achieve those make decisions about higher education?

· What is the role of individual agency?

· How does cultural and material capital transmitted from generation to generation affect the higher education decision-making processes of individuals?

· How do age, familial generation, cohort generation and particular historical period affect attitudes, aspirations and influence?

· What is the role of factors such as gender, disability, geographical location?

It is assumed that all the above factors are overlapping and dynamically interactive.
This study provides a useful opportunity to explore how decisions to enter higher education are embedded within various individual and structural factors.  Exploration of the boundary where some family members enter higher education and others do not is likely to be an important area for policy makers.  As well as highlighting the processes graduates and higher education aspirants go through in their educational decisions, we will indicate any implications for policy.
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