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Non-Participation And Its Impact On Attitudes To Higher Education In Social Networks

The influence of family and friends has been identified in many studies as an important component of educational choice processes. This influence is both direct, in providing specific perspectives during active choice making, for example when an individual is choosing whether or not to apply to higher education, and indirect through the long-term drip feed of attitudes and values that contribute to an individual’s perspective on the range of choice options. The influence of these networks on choice has been explored, for example, by Payne (2003), and Foskett, Dyke and Maringe (2004) in relation to choice at 16, and by, Connor et al (1999) and Reay et al (2005) in relation to choice of higher education. The ESRC funded ‘Non-participation in Higher Education’ (NPinHE) study, based at the University of Southampton, is examining the nature of decision-making amongst individuals who have chosen not to participate in higher education despite possessing educational qualifications and achievement which would have enabled them to achieve admission to a university programme. The project is focusing on individuals older than 21 and identifyng the processes and inter-relationships within the ‘networks of intimacy’ that are their family, friends and significant individuals in their educational and/or working environments, past or present.
This paper examines how the decision not to participate in HE impacts on the perspectives of family and friends within these networks of intimacy. In broad terms non-participants will have made their decision either in a context where perspectives promoted the idea of HE participation or in a context where they promoted non-participation. In the latter situation the decision not to participate will reflect the network perspective, while in the former situation it will contradict the network perspective. In both cases this will have an impact upon the subsequent attitudes and views towards HE of the network members. By drawing on evidence from interviews with family and friends of HE non-participants this paper explores how their attitudes have developed as a consequence of the decision not to participate in HE.  In particular it focuses on how the views of those network members promoting HE adjust to a decision not to participate. Commonly those network members begin to promote non-participation as a valuable option, either as a consequence of post-hoc justification or through a genuine recognition of the value of both participation and non-participation.
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