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Using Bourdieu’s concept of habitus to explore higher 
education decision-making for working class women 
on an access to higher education course

Sarah McLaughlin 

Bristol University, Bristol, United Kingdom

ABSTRACT
Despite the increasing number of non-traditional students entering 
higher education (HE) in England, HE choices remain stratified by 
social class. Mature working class students are a target group of 
the widening participation policy, yet little attention has been 
given to their HE choices and decision-making. Through narrative 
inquiry, this study uses a creative method alongside focus groups 
and semi-structured interviews, and contributes a class perspective 
to the HE decision-making for 13 women on an Access to HE 
course. It links sociological theory to adult education, through a 
Bourdieusian framework. It evidences structural constraints and 
perceptions of belonging that impeded choices. A sense of place 
and feelings of fit (habitus) were significant for destination deci-
sions. However, Access to HE course teachers were positively influ-
ential in helping students challenge embedded habitual ways of 
thinking and practice and in raising self-efficacy. The findings offer 
explanations as to why participation rates may be increasing but 
not widening enough. It illuminates how social class differences 
(intersected by age and gender) are crucial to understanding HE 
decision-making and places a much-needed focus on mature stu-
dents to the widening participation and social mobility agenda.

Introduction

This study contributes a class perspective to the decision-making of mature students 
entering higher education (HE). Policy discourse presents HE as a mechanism for 
promoting upward social mobility, and achieving social justice (Basit and Tomlinson, 
2012). Historically, the British HE system has been stratified along social class lines. 
However, policy discourse has shifted over the past 60 years from a focus on 
expanding the number of students entering HE to widening participation from 
under-represented groups (Boliver & Wakeling, 2016). Widening participation has 
been defined as activities and interventions to create a HE system that addresses 
the underrepresentation of particular groups (Jones & Thomas, 2005), including 
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those from less advantaged backgrounds, ethnic minority groups, and mature stu-
dents (DBIS, 2011). Despite the widening participation agenda, the HE system 
remains class-stratified. Students’ HE decision-making has shed light on this inequal-
ity in participation.

With respect to students aged 18 to 21, HE choices are qualitatively different for 
those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds compared to those from higher socio-
economic backgrounds. Those from higher socioeconomic backgrounds dispropor-
tionately enter higher-status institutions, such as Oxford or Cambridge. Those from 
lower socioeconomic backgrounds are more likely to enter post-1992 institutions 
(Boliver, 2013; HESA, 2022). The work of Pierre Bourdieu has been employed to 
understand how class can influence choice-making. Research has found that working 
class students avoid institutions where they feel they do not belong (Crozier et  al., 
2019; Reay, 2018; Scanlon et  al., 2019). Those who see such establishments as ‘not 
for the likes of me’ are more likely to exclude themselves (McGrath & Rogers, 2021; 
Reay et al., 2009). Less is known about mature working class students’ decision-making.

Mature students are commonly referred to as those over the age of 21 at the 
start of an undergraduate degree course (UCAS, 2021). The number of mature 
undergraduate entrants to UK Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) has declined 
over the past decade, particularly those studying part-time, whose numbers have 
fallen by more than half since 2010 (OFS, 2020). In 2020, mature students comprised 
24% of home entrants to full-time undergraduate courses. The numbers decreased 
by 40% between 2010/11 and 2017/18, from more than 400,000 to fewer than 24,000. 
More recently, the numbers peaked at approximately 254,000 (2019/20).

An increasingly popular route to university for mature students is via Access to 
HE Diploma courses (Hubble & Bolton, 2020). Since recommendations in the Russell 
Report (1973), the Access to HE Diploma is delivered in further education (FE) 
colleges in England and Wales for those mainly mature entrants with neither tra-
ditional A-Level nor vocational qualifications. Access to HE courses have made a 
significant contribution to the widening participation agenda because they have led 
to increasing numbers of mature students continuing to HE. In 2020 24,465 mature 
students achieved an Access to HE Diploma and entered HE (QAA, 2021). These 
students are significant, yet more recently they have become invisible in the widening 
participation agenda, and have not been prioritised by many universities (Fraser & 
Harman, 2019; OFS, 2020). This study places a much-needed focus on this group 
of students and seeks to understand their HE choices and decision-making.

Widening participation in higher education

This paper sits within various literatures examining the broader social and political 
context of widening participation and social mobility. The narrative of widening 
participation became prominent in the HE sector following the Dearing Report 
(Dearing, 1997), and conspicuous in the policy rhetoric of the New Labour govern-
ment (1997–2010), keen to widen participation to groups traditionally underrepre-
sented in HE. Participation rates have increased. The 2020/21 HE entry percentage 
by age 25 was calculated to be 47% (DfE, 2023); however, increasing access has not 
been accompanied by equal social access. It is still more challenging for those from 
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lower-income backgrounds to enter HE (Browne, 2010; Sullivan, Heath & Rothon, 
2011), further exacerbating the reproduction of inequality (Atherton, 2017; Farhan 
& Heselwood, 2019).

The government’s widening participation and social mobility agenda is not without 
criticism. The narrative of widening participation, which creates the impression that 
anyone can enter HE, helps perpetuate the deceit of a meritocratic system. It con-
ceals existing inequalities, suggesting those who fail to achieve only have themselves 
to blame (Young, 1958). It focuses on aspiration and also places weight upon students 
to make ‘good choices’ for themselves regarding which university to progress to 
(Baker, 2019; Rainford, 2023). Economic barriers and students’ social context are 
significant to their journeys, so success cannot wholly be attributed to individual 
hard work. This is particularly relevant to mature students. They are more likely 
than younger students to come from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds 
(Busher & James, 2020). Many mature working class students taking an Access to 
HE course have to juggle paid work and caring responsibilities alongside their 
studies. This can impact course success and progression options (Mannay & Morgan, 
2013). Context is therefore significant to their HE choices.

Understanding HE participation and entry decision-making of mature students 
is a timely issue. Education is part of the post-Covid strategy towards ‘levelling up’ 
the country, and increasing social mobility was identified as a core objective (SMC, 
2022). One of the seven key pillars for recovery included post-qualification access 
to universities and increasing the number of ‘non-traditional’ students they take. 
Mature working class students fall under this category however, they have recently 
become invisible in the widening participation agenda (Fraser & Harman, 2019).

Significance of class upon HE decision-making

Official policy in the UK has assumed that students make choices in a rational, 
context-free manner. Focus has been placed on providing more information to help 
students make decisions (DBIS, 2011) based on performance indicators such as the 
Teaching Excellence Framework (DBIS, 2016). HE Policy narratives assume that such 
information will enable all students to make the same choices, but ignore contextual 
issues despite evidence showing that HE choices are structurally constrained 
(Baker, 2019).

While widening participation and social mobility agendas focus on cultivating 
positive outcomes for underrepresented groups, their underlying assumptions have 
led sociologists to take a more critical perspective. Structural factors limit the 
choice-making of younger working class students (Baker, 2019; Woodward, 2020), 
making upward mobility via education problematic. Fear of debt is prominent, 
especially because of increasing tuition fees (Callender & Jackson, 2008). Despite 
concerns about the impact of reduced public subsidies for students from low-income 
households (Dearing, 1997), the New Labour government abolished maintenance 
grants and introduced a means-tested fee policy backed by income-contingent loans. 
Mature students were particularly affected by these changes; for example, two major 
dips in mature applicants since 2008 coincided with the increase of tuition fees in 
2012 and the withdrawal of NHS bursaries in 2017 (Stephenson, 2018). Significantly, 
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subjects allied to medicine and healthcare have been the most popular route for 
Access students. The financial and practical advantages of staying at home rather 
than moving away to university are more likely to sway the decisions of those from 
working class backgrounds (Patiniotis & Holdsworth, 2005).

HE choices are class-bound. Even with the increasing number of working class 
students applying for university, the HE system remains stratified. Students from 
higher socio-economic backgrounds disproportionately enter higher-status institutions 
such as Oxford or Cambridge (Baker, 2019; DfE, 2023; HESA, 2022). Despite higher 
tariff providers accepting more students from disadvantaged backgrounds, the equality 
gap remains stark. Students from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to 
study less prestigious degrees than their peers. They are particularly poorly repre-
sented in Russell Group Universities, which are a self-selected association of public 
research universities in the UK (Boliver, 2013; Patfield et  al., 2023). This is evident 
when looking at specific courses; for example, in 2020, students from advantaged 
backgrounds were 25 times more likely to be placed on medicine courses than their 
disadvantaged peers (Bolton, 2024). Those from disadvantaged backgrounds who 
could apply to elite universities disproportionately have not, further reducing their 
chances of upward social mobility (McGrath & Rogers, 2021). This matters because 
going to an elite university impacts future life chances; graduates from elite univer-
sities enjoy an advantage in the graduate labour market (Stenhouse & Ingram, 2024).

Although this paper focuses on class, the intersection of gender and ethnicity 
also has a significant impact on HE choice and success (Croxford & Raffe, 2014; 
Egerton & Halsey, 1993; Reay et  al., 2005; Scandone, 2022). Therefore, increased 
access has not been accompanied by equal social access. This is concerning because 
HE choice-making plays a crucial role in the reproduction of divisions and hierarchies.

A cultural approach to understanding the significance of class

The work of Pierre Bourdieu may be drawn upon to understand how social class 
plays an important role in HE participation. A Bourdieusian approach to class 
analysis conceptualises class in relation to where individuals are positioned in shared 
social spaces (field) according to their varying levels of resources (capitals). It con-
nects cultural identity to inequality, articulating social order in everyday life, such 
as through education, values, and judgements (Bourdieu, 1986). His theory of gen-
erative structuralism emphasises the interplay between individuals and larger social 
structures that shape and constrain actions and choices. Bourdieu’s concept of habitus 
refers to a set of attitudes and beliefs embodied in how people think, feel, speak, 
and gesture. The habitus conditions and shapes how individuals perceive the world 
around them, their sense of place, and life choices (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 466). Their 
position is determined by resources and cultural differences - capitals. In Bourdieusian 
terms, students from different class backgrounds have ‘different amounts and quality 
of ‘capital’ with which to play’ (Crozier et  al., 2008, p. 168).

Through a Boudieusian lens, sociologists have come to understand how young 
working class students may exclude themselves from institutions where they feel 
they do not belong. For example, studies by Espinoza et  al. (2023) and Reay (2021) 
reported disjunction between students’ working class habitus and elite universities, 
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due to their exclusive and excluding cultures. Reay identified students displaying 
ambiguity and aversion to university which was a culture shock.

Middle class students have advantageous access to guidance, advice and oppor-
tunities (cultural capital) when applying to HE. Lack of access to privileged social 
networks (social capital), middle class parents’ understanding of the hierarchical 
nature of HE, differing input from private and state schools, and students’ percep-
tions of which university is right for them are significant and beneficial factors 
when making decisions (Bradley et  al., 2013). Seemingly, HE choices are not only 
made but are also made up of circumstances, dispositions and embodied perceptions 
of self (Ball et  al., 2002). Therefore working class students’ HE choices are shaped 
by the structural constraints imposed by their social contexts.

Research focusing on the HE decision-making experiences of mature working 
class students is underdeveloped in the academic literature. This lacuna is significant 
because their choices regarding which type of institution and programme to apply 
to will depend on a whole range of factors relating to their economic and personal 
circumstances. Previous studies exploring their progression into HE via an Access 
to HE course have theorised this process in terms of identity changes and the 
meaning of becoming a mature student (Davies & Williams, 2001; Brine & Waller, 
2004), decisions relating to returning to education (Busher & James, 2020), and 
experiences during their course (James et  al., 2013). Their decision-making needs 
further investigation to provide a mature student context to the widening partici-
pation agenda.

Methodology

This paper reports on an aspect of a doctoral research project. The study used a 
narrative inquiry methodology to foreground the lived experiences of mature working 
class women progressing to HE via an Access to HE Course at a further education 
college in South West England (Purple College). The study sought to answer the 
question ‘What is the meaning of an Access to HE course for mature working class 
women?’. The data presented in this paper relates to the sub-question ‘What con-
ditions do participants say influence their decision-making processes connected to 
HE progression?’. The research took a relativist ontology and constructivist approach.

Participants’ personal histories and socio-cultural experiences were important to 
the constructions of meaning they gave to their return to education. Narrative 
inquiry is a methodology which uses life experiences, stories and interviews as the 
unit of analysis (Bochner and Herrmann, 2020), so was an effective methodology 
for this project. This approach enabled the researcher to use the theoretical frame-
work to look for ways to understand participants’ real-life experiences through their 
stories, and explore latent meanings to these constructions.

A sample of 29 women took part. Whilst it was not the intention to ignore the 
stories of male students, women comprised the majority of this Access cohort, 
reflecting the national picture (QAA, 2021). At Purple College, of the 2020/21 cohort, 
128 of the 144 students who achieved their Diploma were female. Women also make 
up the majority of ‘non-traditional students’ in HE (Hubble & Bolton, 2020). Access 
to participants was gained through the researcher’s role as a sociology teacher on 
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the Access course. Due to the ease of access to students as participants, a non-probability 
sampling technique was used. The sampling approach was purposive; the study sought 
to gather the stories of mature working class women who had reached the end of 
their Access course and were progressing into HE. A convenience sampling strategy 
was taken by selecting participants based on accessibility to them. Recruitment adverts 
were posted on the college’s Virtual Learning Environment (VLE). 13 of the 29 
women who took part discussed their HE decision-making at length during their 
interviews, and this data is included in this paper (see Table 1 for the participant list)

Participants self-defined their social class. To corroborate Lehmann’s (1969) use 
of first-generation student status was drawn upon to substantiate their class identities. 
This takes parental education as an indicator of social class, given the importance 
of the transmission of social advantages through families. Their home postcodes 
were also referenced against the Adult HE 2011 measure. This assigns a quintile to 
a geographical area based on the proportion of adults from that area that held a 
higher qualification at the point of the 2011 census. Quintile one shows the lowest 
rate of participation. Quintile five shows the highest. All participants in the study 
lived in quintile 2 and 3 areas. Correspondingly, Purple College sat in a district 
with the third-highest level of income inequality within its county (MoH, 2019). 
These measures considered the levels of cultural capital they had access to (Abrahams 
& Ingram, 2013; Bourdieu, 1997). These factors indicated participants belonged to 
a lower socio-economic group. In the UK today, people still understand traditional 
class labels of working, middle and upper class (Savage, 2015). Therefore, in this 
paper, these everyday descriptions are used.

Methods

Three online focus groups comprising a total of 14 participants, and 15 one-to-one 
semi-structured depth interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams, lasting between 
45 minutes and one hour. Research moved online during the Covid-19 pandemic. There 
were concerns about online interviewing because there is a lack of presence and proximity 

Table 1.  Participant list.

Pseudonym Age
How do you define 

your social class?
Are you the first person to go 

to university in your family?
What will you be 

studying in September?

Focus group 1 Betty 44 No class as not 
working

Yes Adult education

Elsie 47 Working class Yes Psychology
Focus group 2 Charley 47 Working class Yes Mental health nursing
Focus group 3 Amita 31 Working class Yes Adult nursing

Evie 27 Working class Dad studied law but  
didn’t complete it.

Social work

Connie 47 Working class Yes Nursing
Natalie 29 Working class Yes Midwifery

One to one 
interviews

Eidie 45 Working class Yes Psychology
Wilma 31 Working class Yes Law
Sian 48 Working class Yes FdA Inclusive Practice
Felicity 32 Working class Dad went to university  

as a mature student.
Adult nursing

Deena 37 Upper working 
class

Yes Social work

Patsy 43 Working class Yes Psychology
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compared to face-to-face methods. Asking participants to open up through a screen 
seemed clinical and had the potential to limit the depth and detail, which was important 
to the aims of the study. To mitigate against these concerns, Play-Doh modelling was 
incorporated as a creative interview method. Utilising modelling alongside interviews can 
be a particularly non-intimidating creative method (Abrahams & Ingram, 2013). All 
participants were given the option to use Play-Doh and the reasons behind the researcher’s 
decision to use Play-Doh modelling was explained. Those who were creatively confident 
or could access Play-Doh did so (Rainford, 2020).

Participants were invited to create models to depict any poignant aspects of their 
educational journeys. They were given time to reflect and turned their camera off 
whilst they did so. They then explained what their models depicted and asked to 
elaborate where appropriate. This thinking time led to in-depth and thought-through 
responses and a rich, participant-led creation of data. When analysing the data, the 
creations and narratives depicted semantic understanding and were also interpreted 
to construct latent meanings. The participatory nature of Play-Doh modelling placed 
participants at the centre as ‘experts’ of their own life stories (Leitch, 2008) and 
gave them control over the creation of their data. Modelling helped mitigate against 
the formal and seemingly distance nature of online interviewing.

Data was generated in line with British Education Research Association guidelines for 
ethical research (2018) and ethical approval from my University was granted. Informed 
consent was gained from participants, and data was anonymised (pseudonyms used).

Data analysis

Interviews were video recorded, transcribed and analysed through a reflective thematic 
analysis guided by Braun & Clarke’s (2022) six-recursive-step framework. Coding was 
largely theory-driven (deductive). The use of Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, capital 
and field as a theoretical lens helped to understand participants’ constructions of 
their return to education. Through coding, themes were generated. This paper reports 
on the theme ‘The Influence of Capital Over Aspirations and Expectations’ which 
explores the financial, cultural and social aspects of decision making.

At the time of interviewing, the women had accepted or declined university offers, 
pending confirmation of their final grades. Moving away to university was not an 
option due to being settled in their homes, jobs, and family commitments. There 
were three ‘local’ options for these women. First, an elite Russell Group University 
situated 22 miles from ‘Purple College’. Secondly, a Post-92 (former polytechnic) 
university, 29 miles away. The third option was the foundation degree provision at 
Purple College. Sense is made of the data relating to HE decision-making through 
an interweaving of the analysis and discussion, organised into four sub-themes; ‘The 
influence of capital over aspirations and expectations’, ‘Choices and sense of belonging’, 
‘I may have to learn to talk posh’ and ‘Impact of significant others’.

The influence of capital over aspirations and expectations

To understand the impact of financial and social conditions on aspirations and 
expectations, the meaning participants gave to their experience on their course in 
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regard to HE decision were deducted through Bourdieu’s concept of capitals. For 
these participants, gender and the social roles the women felt they must perform 
for their families came to the forefront of their narrations, particularly in regards 
to the financial impact of study upon raising their families. Economic and social 
capital was of paramount consideration.

Being settled in their homes meant their HE options and graduate career choices 
depended on the job market in their local area, and childcare arrangements. These 
constraints were articulated by Deena, a 37-year-old single mother. She was remaining 
at Purple College’s provision to study health and social care. She described her 
Play-Doh model (Figure 1) as representing herself as an ‘old bird’:

Access has given me the wings to fly, and hopefully leading to a better job … I’m an 
old bird so my wings are clipped … I have my nest to look after. I can’t fly far … I’m 
staying here, which is close to my nest … and to my parents … and my job (Deena).

The imagery of the bird represented the prevalence of her home and close family 
(nest) aligned with her academic growth (wings). Her choice of degree was restricted 
to the foundation degree offered at Purple College, yet having a HE option at the 
college opened up the opportunity for further study which she otherwise would not 
have been able to persue:

… the money spent on petrol and parking…not being close to home if the kids need 
me…leaving really early in the morning… have to ask my mum to have the kids more, 
it just wouldn’t work. So, I only applied to [Purple College’s HE in FE provision] 
(Deena).

Figure 1. D eena’s ‘old bird’.
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The associated costs of HE such as childcare and travel were significant:
I only applied to [Post-92 university] … it’s the nearest and I hope to find someone 
to car share with to save petrol costs (Felicity).

These women aspired to reach their goals against a background of constraint. 
This was further complicated by gender roles.

Gender roles delineated the possible from the impossible as proximity to childcare, 
especially free childcare, also mitigated choices. As a single parent, 26-year-old Zara’s 
options were mediated by the practicalities of nursery drop-off:

I chose [post-92 university] because of its car park. I need to drop [son] off, drive up, 
park, go to lectures, get back to the car and get to the nursery for pick up. Public 
transport is not an option (Zara).

Similarly, Natalie, a 29-year-old single mother, relied on her parents for childcare:
It was the only uni I applied for. Others would be too far away from my parents’ 
house, and they are going to look after my girls when I go (Natalie).

Felicity also factored in the school run:
I need to drive there and work that out around school (Felicity).

Although limited, social capital was drawn upon in the form of friends and family 
to help provide childcare. This was pivotal to their decision-making. In addition to 
the practicalities of childcare, being a mother also played a part in their plans.

Connie, a 47-year-old mother to a 16-year-old son, felt making friends with other 
mothers was important:

I know nursing attracts mostly women…expect to find other mature students and 
mums there. Making friends with people like me, you know, older and being a mum, 
is important to me … to have something in common with other students (Connie).

For Amita, a 31-year-old student, being a wife and mother to four children was 
her priority. Her Play-Doh model (Figure 2) depicted a metaphorical spoon in which 
she provides all her children’s needs, and how reliant they are on her:

If I wanted to go to the bigger universities…and really be a proper student… I should 
have done that at 18 … I have to put being a mum and wife first (Amita).

These extracts illustrated the added influence of gender roles and age over 
decision-making. Decision-making comprised weighing up risks and strategies to 
mitigate financial and emotional costs and family responsibilities, which shaped their 
experiences. Although they exercised agency in that they had chosen to return to 
education, they assessed risks and made semi-rational HE choices, yet these choices 
were structurally constrained. These constraints arguably contribute to the repro-
duction of social order and class structures.

Choices and sense of belonging

The women’s practice of decision-making was shaped by their understanding of who 
they were and their place in the field of education. Sian (aged 48) lived locally with 
her husband and three teenage children. She decided to continue her studies at 
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Purple College’s HE in FE provision. Her decision-making was partly a process of 
self-exclusion based on her awareness of not being a traditional student:

I decided it would be safer to stay here [at Purple College’s HE in FE provision]because 
I know the college, and there will be more people like me on the foundation degree 
so I am more likely to keep up (Sian).

This extract exemplifies how mature students face complex decisions. Like a 
number of the women, her decision involved an attempt to balance realising her 
potential and managing her concerns about being with people ‘like her’, alongside 
keeping up with the demands of the course. A better sense of fit was felt at Purple 
College’s provision because she was not a traditional student (young, middle class, 
entering via A Levels). Sense of place influenced decision-making. When first apply-
ing Sian initially kept her options open:

I also applied for Bachelor’s Degrees [at the post 92 university] …had to decide whether 
to take a big step and go somewhere higher up and different … risk being out of 
place and it all being above my head in different ways (Sian).

Similarly, Patsy (aged 43) was progressing to the Post-92 university to study 
psychology. She had three children and lived with her partner:

Figure 2. A mita’s spoon of responsibility.



Studies in the Education of Adults 11

No, I didn’t even apply to [Russell Group University]. It’s not for me, it’s too academic 
and posh there [laughs] (Patsy).

The extracts from Sian and Patsy narrated their constructions and perceptions 
of universities and students as ‘types’. Several of the women also associated student 
‘types’ with fitting in:

I don’t feel like a proper student, I feel like I will be pretending when I go to university 
(Connie, aged 47, single mother).

I liked the look of [Post-92 university] more than [Russel Group University] because 
it seemed to suit me more; the students looked more down to earth and the people 
on the virtual tour seemed more casual. The other university was way out of my league 
(Evie, age 27, living with her parents).

Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and field help elucidate the women’s stories. 
Bourdieu (1984, p, 471) suggests that our habitus leads us to understand that we 
have ‘a sense of one’s place, which leads one to exclude oneself from places from 
which one is excluded’. Not only did these students perceive the Russell Group 
University to be a space not for people like them, but they also related their aca-
demic ability to their non-traditional status. Patsy further explained:

I only applied to [Post-92 University] because there’s more of a mixed bag of students 
like me … those of us who left it a bit late to go and not grade A students, [pause] 
and poor [laughs] (Patsy).

The embodiment of class operated in a dialogical manner whereby perceptions 
of HE student were constructed as traditional/non-traditional, proper/substandard, 
and academic/less able, to which they judged their sense of belonging. These nar-
ratives implied a sense of legitimacy and impostorism whereby non-traditional status 
propelled them away from the Russell Group University. Choices were predominantly 
informed by their sense of fit, more so than university rankings or entry require-
ments. Limiting their options based on ‘type’ of university reproduces the socially 
stratified nature of university participation whereby elite universities are more likely 
to be dominated by middle class students (Baker, 2019).

Making choices based on their familiarity is linked with the concepts of habitus 
and field. How these women understood their positionings with other students and 
universities was informed by their existing habitus, it was how they made sense of 
their options. Sian originally wanted to train as a social worker but a past criminal 
conviction due to fraudulent benefit claiming prevented her. Sian described her 
Play-Doh model (Figure 3) as depicting hand-cuffs with a ‘big red no’ over them:

…my criminal conviction which keeps my university options hand-cuffed… my crime 
was due to being a victim of poverty… sadly [Russell Group] university isn’t a place 
for the likes of me (Sian).

It also informed Sian’s sense of not belonging:

The fact I wouldn’t be offered a place to do social work…because of my conviction 
… No point in applying there…they wouldn’t want a criminal from the local estate 
walking around now would they? [laughs] (Sian).



12 S. MCLAUGHLIN

Strategies for other students involved seeking low-risk options where they were 
less likely to feel out of place:

I’m looking forward to [Post-92 university], I know that the nursing degree there 
attracts more students like us (Connie, age 47).

Conscious of their non-traditional student status these women identified them-
selves as different from ‘proper’ students who attended ‘proper’ universities. Identifying 
who they were and how they were different from other students was also a process 
of defining, and expressing their classed identities. Patsy, Sian, Evie and Connie’s 
decision-making evidenced a disconnection between working class habitus and the 
elitist field of pre-1992 universities.

I may have to learn to talk posh

Whilst some of the women’s perceptions of fit deterred their applications to certain 
universities, others formulated strategies to adapt to a middle class university culture. 
Edie, a 45-year-old student, had applied to the Russell Group University to study 
psychology:

I won’t be a typical student up there … like the ones who hang out in the library and 
can easily write big essays in like two hours… who talk like the queen [laughs] (Edie).

This perception did not deter her. She joked about changing herself to fit in:

I look forward to meeting new people and developing myself in all ways … I will 
just have to pretend to talk and dress posh and make friends that way [laughs] 
(Edie).

A person’s habitus is embedded in automatic gestures, such as ways of talking 
and manners (Bourdieu, 1984). This is played out through Edie’s drawing upon talk 

Figure 3.  Sian’s handcuffs.
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and clothing style as a display of distinction, which shows how students are differ-
entiated through their embodiment of classed dispositions. Having to talk and dress 
‘posh’ may help Edie feel she will fit in, yet talking and dressing are symbolic 
appearances representing ‘middle-classness’. These are not the same as dispositions. 
Habitus functions below levels of consciousness and language (Bourdieu, 1984). 
Working class dialects and dress hold less value in society than their middle class 
equivalents. Perceiving that she would need to talk and dress differently indicated 
her lack of cultural competence because she believed she would need to adapt 
however changing the way she spoke or dressed was unlikely to grant her true ‘fit’.

During one of the focus groups, two friends, Elsie and Betty, provided further 
insight into the women’s perceptions of class. Elsie (aged 47) chose to study psy-
chology at the Post-92 university. Her friend, Betty (aged 44) was staying at Purple 
College’s HE provision. Both students constructed Elsie’s place at the Post-92 uni-
versity in relation to their class positions. Betty described herself as ‘staying put’ 
and referred to Elsie’s impending move as ‘going up in the world’. They discussed 
moving back and forth between class identities:

Elsie - I’ve always seen myself as working class. Even if I graduate and earn megabucks, 
I will also be me. I’m not posh or snobby [laughs].

Betty- But you will have to talk posh when you graduate when you become a profes-
sional psychologist, or therapist or whatever you become [laughs].

Elsie- Yeah [laughs] and dress smart and pretend to be all posh and professional when 
I finally make it and get my career job [laughs].

Betty - You will be upper class Dr Elsie psychologist boss by day and normal Elsie by 
night [laughs].

Elsie - I will indeed [winks at Betty] … nah, I will always be working class. I’m proud 
to be that … university won’t change me in that way, I’m too old to change who I am.

Betty – As long as you don’t forget me once you’ve gone up on the world [laughs].

These considerations of identity change are indicative of the potentially transformative 
nature of HE which requires working class students to reconcile with the middle class 
HE environment (Reay, 2021). Elsie’s working class identity is symbolic of what Friedman 
(2016) referred to as a badge of honour. This was reflected in Elsie, and earlier with 
Edie, planning strategies of ‘acting’ middle class. Although these were perceived strat-
egies, they were assumptions based on their habitus-informed sense of class standing. 
Elsie and Edie’s sense of fit and perception that university is a middle class field 
required reconciliation. They considered whether to change, assimilate or reject middle 
class ways. They indicated an ability to be reflexive and consider adapting their schemes 
of perception whilst making HE choices. Access teachers also played a part in helping 
the women challenge restrictive assumptions relating to the HE choices.

Impact of significant others

Access teachers were significant to university decisions. This was important because 
most of the women were first among friends and family to go to university:
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My friends just don’t get it … it has made me question what I’m doing … if it wasn’t 
for [biology teacher] who was also my tutor telling me I can do this and building my 
confidence, I wouldn’t have persevered (Connie).

Inside I had a drive to be a mental health nurse, so I applied, but a number of times 
during the year … I just questioned whether I would make it at university. It was 
such a big thing for me … I don’t really know anyone who has been to university … 
my tutor wouldn’t let me give up, though (Charley, aged 47).

These extracts further evidenced the importance of the encouragement of teachers 
to mature students’ self-confidence (Busher & James, 2019). Access to HE course 
teachers can play a significant role in the HE application process through the infor-
mation and encouragement they provide. This is important because they can chal-
lenge students’ limiting assumptions of themselves compared to others, such as the 
perception that HE is better suited to the middle classes (Tett, 2004). Teacher support 
was pivotal to Wilma’s decision-making.

Wilma (aged 31), commenced the Access course following a period of homelessness. 
She had achieved a high number of distinctions in her assignments and hoped to study law:

My perspective of [Russell Group University] was that it wasn’t for me …too posh and 
normal people like me don’t make it … you know, average state school people, not 
academic … I wouldn’t get in (Wilma).

Wilma displayed a Bourdieusian sense of one’s proper place in the world (Bourdieu, 
1984). Wilma’s reference to ‘normal people’ not being ‘academic’ indicated the 
capacity of habitus to show how aspirations are mediated alongside class identity. 
Wilma assumed that the more affluent students would naturally be more academic 
and therefore gain higher grades (in the same way as Patsy, Sian, Evie and Connie 
previously associated traditional students as being synonymous with natural academic 
ability). Wilma’s teacher challenged her:

I wasn’t sure … I spoke to [tutor] who gave me this talk about imposter syndrome 
… she said the only thing stopping me was my self-doubt and wonky assumptions 
about university (Wilma).

Bourdieu & Wacquant (1992) suggested power relations cause working class 
individuals to believe they are inferior or educationally less suited than their middle 
class counterparts. Such perceptions are internalised in the habitus, however, the 
habitus is durable and perceptions can be changed:

She made me look at it through entry requirements rather than my background when 
considering the types of people who go there. She said I would be like other students 
in terms of grades and ability and would make friends on this basis (Wilma).

Wilma’s story highlights how decision-making can be structurally constrained, 
yet reflexivity and agency may be exerted. Initially, ingrained ideas informed Wilma’s 
response when she received an offer:

I was so shocked to get an offer… me at [Russell Group] university. It’s so posh there, 
like Hogwarts … and I know I won’t get top marks like the others will, but I will 
give it my hardest try (Wilma).

Beliefs relating to working class people entering elite institutions were illustrated 
by the significance placed upon receiving the offer:
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…just being offered a place is just fantastic, unexpected. My mum wanted to print out 
the email offer and frame it on the wall [laughs]. It’s not something that happens every 
day (Wilma).

Wilma’s Play-Doh model (Figure 4) depicted the significance:

My model shows me with the email in a frame. That email could be the moment my life 
changed forever. I’ve put bug eyes on my model to depict how my eyes have been opened, 
and my mind changed about me being able to go to [Russel Group] university, that I will 
sit amongst other students and I can see and read the same subjects as them (Wilma).

Moving into an elite HE sphere, whose intake is disproportionately dominated 
by students from higher socio-economic backgrounds, meant that Wilma saw herself 
as entering a different environment (field) with different rules of the game. Wilma’s 
teacher encouraged her to challenge habitual assumptions and not discount the 
Russell Group University. She challenged the trend of non-traditional students being 
less likely to enter elite universities.

Wilma’s story highlights the significant role Access to HE teachers can play in 
the widening participation agenda. They prepare mature students academically and 
can also shape their aspirations and beliefs. Importantly, Connie, Charley and Wilma’s 
teachers encouraged them to see they too were capable of progressing to university 
and were equally entitled.

Using Bourdieu’s concepts as a lens through which to analyse and understand the 
women’s sense of fit and beliefs about university types which led to their HE decision-making 
practice, enables a more nuanced understanding of education as a social space, and how 
individuals are positioned within it. The concept of habitus and capital enables an analysis 
which goes beyond a structure versus agency approach. If habitus is shaped and 

Figure 4.  Wilma’s email.
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reproduced through past and present actions and decisions it, therefore, orientated these 
women’s HE decisions rather than wholly determining them.

Conclusion

This paper has brought to light the nuances of HE decision-making for a group of 
mature students. It has highlighted the classed nature of their choices. This contributes 
to discussions relating to widening participation because it explicates their classed assump-
tions which made decision-making more complicated and restricted. These are related 
to their sense of fit. Seeking a place where others ‘like them’ was significant to their 
decisions. The narratives presented in this paper suggest these students were aware of 
their class positions, and some emphasised their pride and desire to remain working class.

These decision-making experiences reveal important causes for concern, partic-
ularly regarding perceptions of class position being synonymous with academic 
ability. Non-traditional status lowered academic aspirations and expectations of 
themselves. Perceptions of HE being a middle class field led to some excluding 
themselves from certain universities. They lacked embodiment or a ‘feel for the 
game’. The women’s stories of their HE decision making reflects the relational nature 
of field-capital and habitus and the role that this relation plays for social reproduc-
tion. Their choices were shaped by class-based power relations, existing hierarchies, 
and symbolic dimensions of the UK system of HE, that interplay with individual 
social backgrounds and drive different choices. It was the women’s class-based prac-
ticalities and perceptions of their sense of fit that significantly influenced their 
‘choice’ of HEI. However, Access to HE course teachers challenge embedded habitual 
ways of thinking and practice and raise self-efficacy.

This paper contributes to the research on social reproduction in HE informed by 
the theoretical work of Bourdieu (1984, 1986, 1997). It evidences the continued inter-
play between agency, circumstance and social structure as central to understanding 
decision-making. The women’s class positions motivated their return to education. 
Their actions opened up the potential for upward social mobility. Despite this, their 
stories document the complicated ways their class-conditioned perceptions, dispositions, 
capital, and responsibilities (intersected with age and gender) structured their choices. 
Their sense of place, and feelings of fit - their habitus – were influential to their HE 
destination outcomes. This further evidences how habitus is a system of dispositions 
that reinforces itself; these students discounted some options due to their perceived 
lack of fit, although some strategised how they would adapt to fit in. Pre-existing 
structures shaped, and were reinforced by the women’s dispositions towards HE. 
Understanding these dynamics can provide insights into how educational inequalities 
are reproduced and sustained, and why participation in HE has not widened enough.
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