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Valuing higher education? The genesis, nature and implications of ‘conscious’ and ‘unconscious’ progression to higher education (0233) 
Ireland is aiming for a 70%+ HE participation rate by 2020. In a ‘universal’ HE system, participation may be viewed more as an obligation than a privilege or right (Trow, 1974), and hence may be less valued. Evidence supporting, and extending, Trow’s thesis, is reported in this paper.

Using a constructivist grounded theory (interview-based) methodology, this research explored the experiences of 23 former school-leaver access (SLA) and 23 traditional-entry (TE) students in one Irish university. Reflecting previous research (e.g. Ball et al., 2002; Du Bois-Reymond, 1998), it was found that progression to HE for the TEs was taken-for-granted, an unconscious ‘non-decision’. For the SLAs, it was a conscious, carefully-planned, active and long-desired decision.

This paper explores the genesis, nature, and implications of the processes of ‘conscious’ and ‘unconscious’ progression. Factors leading to either consciously or unconsciously progressing included, inter alia, previous family history of HE participation (echoing Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), having a real desire to study at HE, and credential inflation. Conscious vs. unconscious progression led to differential valuing of HE, which impacted upon respondents' conception of the purpose of HE, their subsequent prioritising of the academic and social experience, and thus their levels of engagement. Concepts emerging from this study relating to prioritising different aspects of the student experience (‘equalining’, ‘mainlining’ and ‘sidelining’) will be discussed. It is argued that students’ motivations for HE participation, and the external influences on same, require consideration, in order to improve student engagement and retention.
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