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Abstract: Problem statement: Whilst evidence continues to highlight disparity in Higher Education 
(HE) participation rates across social groups, there continues to be small numbers of young people from 
social groups 4-7 choosing to go to university. However, university experience varies across the different 
social groups and differing social positions appear to influence the higher education institution students 
apply to and secure places in. Whilst this raises questions concerning the potential for social mobility, it 
also points to issues concerning how young people, who are first generation students, cope with the 
emerging theoretical distance between themselves and their families, once they begin to embrace 
university life (an issue that can negatively impact on student retention and achievement). A body of 
literature deals with such issues within institutions that are considered to be elite, but there is little that 
focuses specifically on students within post-1992 institutions-institutions that tend to be viewed as less 
prestigious. Approach: This research attempts to fill this apparent gap by exploring the ways in which 
first generation students within a post-1992 institution understand and explain their identity 
transformation as they progress through their undergraduate programme. A qualitative approach was used 
to gather data. A questionnaire was administered to a Year 1 undergraduate cohort (comprising 120 
students) in a post-1992 institution. This approach was used to establish a sample of first generation 
students. All students who identified themselves as first generation students were emailed and invited to 
take part in the research. Semi-structured interviews with 10 students took place. Results: Results would 
suggest that when students continue to live at home whilst studying, their identity transformation or 
transgression from a family based habitus is not as pronounced as for students who leave home and live 
on campus. Conclusion/Recommendations: This research has potential to inform H.E policy on 
transition processes and retention and contributes to a recognition beginning in the literature that not all 
first generation students see higher education as transgression.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 Following political attention to widening 
participation, the UK higher education landscape has 
expanded to meet increased student demand (Blanden 
and Machin, 2004). Similar patterns of expansion have 
been observed internationally (Agasisti, 2009). The 
growth in student numbers brings a theoretically 
diverse student population, within which social position 
appears to play a determining factor in the type of 
higher education an individual student, would 
experience (Archer and Hutchings, 2000; Platt, 2011). 
In the UK, there are perceptions of a binary distinction 
between research intensive institutions (identified as 
being elite or ‘top’ institutions) and those formed post 

1992 that place an emphasis on teaching which are 
often perceived as being less prestigious. The 
consequence of this divide results in institutions 
becoming synonymous with particular social 
demographics where ‘there are large socio-economic 
and ethnic gaps in the likelihood of attending an HE 
institution with high status (as measured by research 
intensiveness)’ (Chowdry et al., 2008). The Higher 
Education Statistics Agency data 
(http://www.hesa.ac.uk/index.php/content/category/2/3
2/141/ for details of participation rates) also indicates 
that institutions perceived as being elite attract the 
majority of their students from the higher social 
groups as illustrated in Figure 1 (this figure represents 
a sample of UK HE institutions). 
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Fig. 1: Russell group Vs. Post-1992 universities: Participation rates of SEG 4-7 
 
 The difference therefore between the two groups 
would indicate that there is less social difference, or the 
occupation of different social spaces (Bourdieu, 1990b) 
amongst the student body at a post-1992 institution 
when compared with traditional universities that attract 
fewer students from social groups 4-7. Thus the 
composition of HE appears to reflect wider social 
inequalities with higher percentages of middle class 
students continuing to secure places in traditional (elite) 
universities and working class students (who are also 
predominantly first generation students) entering post-
1992 institutions (Archer and Hutchings, 2000). Whilst 
habitus (Bourdieu, 1997) is one of the most contested of 
Bourdieu’s theoretical tools (Reay, 2004) it does go 
some way in helping to explain the ways in which first 
generation students establish a fit within the HE field. 
The process of establishing a fit (both academically and 
socially) has been identified as more problematic for 
first generation students given the lack of familiarity 
with the field. That is, some young people are more 
appropriately equipped, through their class based 
habitus, to be aligned or already ‘adjusted to the 
immanent demands of the game’ (Bourdieu, 1990a). 
Adjusting to the game requires first generation students 
to deal with what is unfamiliar, or rather becoming 
conversant with the particular doxa inherent within 
education. In a Bourdieuian analysis, this requires habitus 
transformation or the acceptance that people from the 
same background may have ‘more than one identifiable 
habitus’ (Nash, 1999) and are therefore pre-disposed to 
establish a fit earlier than others from the same social 
position. This goes some way in explaining why some 
young people from non-traditional backgrounds do go into 

higher education and the ways in which a habitus can be 
adapted through its exposure to specific experiences. 
Writing Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) emphasise this 
point by stating that although habitus is a product of 
history (and therefore predictable to some extent) it is also 
…an open system of dispositions that is constantly 
subjected to experiences and therefore constantly 
affected by them in a way that either reinforces or 
modifies its structures. (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992)
 Reed-Danahay (2005) elaborates on this and argues 
for both a primary and secondary habitus: where the 
primary habitus is constructed and maintained through 
family interactions and connections and the secondary 
habitus is developed through enculturation within 
educational experiences. This perspective offers some 
flexibility in interpretation of habitus and allows insights 
into the ways in which first generation students attempt 
to establish a sense of fit within a field with which they 
are not as familiar as their middle class peers.  
 One way in which first generation students establish 
a fit within the field of education, is to occupy spaces in 
institutions that have failed to acquire the same perceived 
status as traditional universities (Archer et al., 2003; 
Leathwood, 2006; McNay, 2006). Whilst this is not 
intended to be a foregrounding of a deficit model of HE 
participation it does illustrate the way in which the 
‘classed policy regime’ (Ball, 2003) structures the 
experiences of those not fully conversant with the rules 
of the game (Bourdieu, 1990a). The particular class 
based logic (Bourdieu, 1986) at play in university choice 
determines the types of institutions first generation 
students consider. This is partly due to their habitus, 
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which has driven the choice process in the first place, but 
also a manifestation of the need to ‘fulfil a social 
function of legitimating social differences’ (Bourdieu, 
1986): Differences that result in the inequitable 
distribution of social groups across the HE sector.  
 Whilst a number of possible explanations for this 
social group distribution centre on academic and social 
fit (Bourdieu, 1984; Rose, 1989; Holloway, 1997; 
Mahony and Zmroczek, 1997; Parr, 1997; Skeggs, 
1997; Reay 2001; Walkerdine et al., 2001) there is little 
research that focuses on the influence that institutions 
have on the identity formation of widening participation 
students (The terms widening participation and first 
generation student are used interchangeably to represent 
students who were first in their family to go to 
university, given the strong correlation found between 
the two) in post-1992 institutions. In particular, there is 
currently insufficient information about the nature of 
their transformation or ‘transgression’ (Bourdieu, 1999) 
from their family based habitus. This research seeks to 
fill this apparent gap by focusing on identity 
trans/formation. Taking a Bourdieuian perspective it 
explores the result of a habitus that theoretically enters a 
field with which it is not familiar (Reay et al., 2005). 
With a focus placed on the notion of habitus clive (Reed-
Danahay, 2005) it specifically utilizes Bourdieu’s 
theoretical tools to ask questions about the enculturation 
of working class students into the middle class field of 
education and in particular, the ways in which the 
institutional habitus influences their identity 
transformation. With that in mind the following research 
questions will be addressed: 
 
• What factors influence identity transformation of 

widening participation students? 
• How does an evolving identity impact on the 

sense of belonging both within the institution and 
within social groups? 

 
MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 
 Bourdieu states that ... the goal of sociology is to 
uncover the most deeply buried structures of the 
different social worlds that make up the social 
universe, as well as the ‘mechanisms’ that tend to 
ensure their reproduction or transformation.  
 Bourdieu and Clough (1996) with a focus on the 
idea of habitus transformation/transgression, this study, 
although located within a wide body of research 
concerning university choice, is also situated within 
policy discourses around widening participation in the 
UK. Students, who identified themselves as being the 
first in their family to go into higher education, across 
three years of an undergraduate joint honours 

programme, were invited to participate in the research. 
This provided us with a longitudinal aspect to the 
research in which we could consider the idea of a change 
in habitus over time, but also to uncover the ways in 
which the institution influenced the transformation or 
transgression of a class based habitus. Students 
comprised 210 in total and ranged from 18-25 in age. 
 The methods used within this research seek to 
uncover the complexities of identity transformation 
through the students’ understandings and perceptions of 
how they believed they had changed as they progressed 
through their undergraduate course. In order to explore 
this issue, the following methods were used: 
 
• Questionnaire 
• E-mail communication 
• Focus group discussion 
• Individual interviews 
 
 The initial questionnaire was administered to the 
Year 1 cohort across an undergraduate joint honours 
education programme and was used to establish a 
sample for that year group. Post-codes were entered 
into the Office of National Statistics (ONS) web-site 
to obtain an Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) 
score which is based on a range of measures 
including housing, rates of crime, education levels, 
health and unemployment figures. The highest rank 
score is 32-248 and the lowest 1. 
 Post-code information was used to explore student 
background-and in particular whether they had come 
from a low-participating background (a geographical 
area that sends few students into HE). All students who 
identified themselves as first generation students were 
contacted by email and asked to volunteer to take part 
in the research. In addition, the same email was sent out 
to Year 2 and 3 students. Two focus group interviews 
and ten individual interviews were conducted. 
 
Ethics: This research complies with the code of 
practice for the conduct of educational research as 
provided by the British Education Research 
Association (BERA, 2004). 
 
Findings: Post-code data gathered from the 
questionnaire indicated a wide spread of social 
backgrounds with some appearing to illustrate low-
participating backgrounds and others not, as 
illustrated in Table 1. In teasing out the complexity of 
student identity, three areas of influence emerged: 
institutional; family; peers. 
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Table 1: Post-code analysis 
  First generation student 
  ---------------------------- 
IMD rank score No. of students Yes No 
16,-449 (low participation  
backgrounds) 14 10 4 
6,450-12,899 11 7 4 
12,900-19,347 13 6 7 
19,348-32, 348 31 13 18 
Total 69 36 33 

 
 It is acknowledged that these are inextricably 
linked and that there is an ‘inevitable degree of overlap 
and blurring of boundaries between peer group, family 
and institution’ (Reay et al., 2005). However, what 
came across clearly in the interview data was a sense of 
students being able to establish a fit within the 
institution because of the support networks they had 
outside of the university through for example, their 
family and friends. We now discuss these areas in 
relation to the question of whether the students entered 
into a process of transformation or transgression. 
 

RESULTS 
 
 Results would suggest that when students continue 
to live at home whilst studying, their identity 
transformation or transgression from a family based 
habitus is not as pronounced as for students who leave 
home and live on campus. 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
 This section provides a discussion of the findings 
and does this through a discussion of the post-code 
analysis and also using statements from the students 
themseleves.  
 
The influence of geographical location: Literature 
highlights the tensions that can exist for first generation 
students as they enter the HE field (Reay et al., 2005; 
Archer and Hutchings, 2000). Such research focuses on 
students that identify themselves as first generation 
students and who also come under the umbrella of 
‘widening participation’ and thus come from low 
participating neighbourhoods. However, post-code 
analysis from this data would suggest that the 
boundaries of what constitutes a widening 
participation student are somewhat blurred given the 
spread of first generation students across the differing 
IMD rank scores. 
 In this sample, there are 10 students from areas 
considered to be low participating neighbourhoods and 
13 who come from areas where academic attainment 

has been relatively high over a period of time, many 
young people progress into HE, the majority of adults 
have level 4 or 5 qualifications and there are low levels 
of unemployment. This raises important issues 
concerning the way/s in which students are acculturated 
into the HE context given that, theoretically, some will 
be more pre-disposed to its practices than others. The 
homogenisation of young people into one student 
identity is therefore problematic and raises issues for 
academics in terms of how widening participation 
students are integrated into university academic and 
social life (Lightfoot, 2009).  
 Whilst literature highlights the ease with which 
middle class students appear to make the transition into 
HE (Power, 2003), such analysis is based on the binary 
distinction between a working class and middle class 
identity. In addition, it is no longer possible to consider 
students from perceived wealthy backgrounds (as 
indicated by a high IMD rank score) as having a family 
history of HE as the findings from this post-code 
analysis would suggest. In terms of establishing a sense 
of fit (whether in academic or social terms), the focus 
of this study has therefore been placed on the fact that 
the students have identified themselves as first 
generation students and as such do not have a family 
history of HE. From this understanding, the research 
allows us to uncover the extent to which a habitus is 
malleable and adaptable to context (Byrom, 2009). The 
ways in which the students in this study established 
their sense of fit are represented under three themes: 
 
• The comfort blanket of home 
• Perceived acts of transgression 
• Evolving identity 
 
The comfort blanket of home: The ‘cultural 
characteristics’ (Reay et al., 2005) of a post-1992 
institution have been identified as being different than 
those of a traditional institution (Leathwood and 
O’Connell, 2003). Many of the students in our study 
were attracted to the university given its close 
proximity to home, confirming literature that suggests 
that working class students lead localised lives (Healy, 
2006). The idea that university can influence a student 
identity needs to be considered in light of the 
propensity of the students to remain in the family home. 
Rob, for example explained: 
 Because I live at home still, I had that kind of 
comfort blanket of when I went home, it was like that 
first day at school, my mum was like how was uni, 
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what have you done and everything like that and for me 
that was really nice because then I could let out and tell 
her how I was feeling. (Rob: Interview: 24/1/11) 
 Kelly also found that she needed the familiarity of 
her home surroundings to help her settle into 
university. Initially Kelly moved into halls of 
residence on the university campus, however found 
herself sharing accommodation with students who she 
quickly disassociated herself from: …but it was living 
with really immature drunks basically-you’d get woken 
up, my body clock would be totally out, because they 
didn’t shut up until 5 o’clock in the morning and then 
you’d sleep half the day, but then in the evening 
because there’s no-one at lectures, you’d all be 
socialising so you’d never get any work done because I 
was up half the night because I couldn’t sleep and it just 
didn’t work. (Kelly: Interview: 23/3/11) 
 Kelly further emphasises the difference she 
perceived between herself by describing the routine she 
established once she moved back home:  
 I think it’s, a lot of my friends are ones that didn’t 
go into halls, they lived at home and obviously I lived 
at home from 6 months in-I moved home in the March 
of Year 1 and I just commuted since and a lot of people 
are like that so we’ve kind of dis, dis, what’s the word, 
separated ourselves from the people who have really 
embraced themselves into university life because we’d 
literally come like it was at school, we’d come and do 
our lectures, or we might spend a couple of hours in the 
canteen having a chat, or spend a couple of hours in the 
library doing some work but then we go home and we 
wouldn’t come again until the next lecture (Kelly: 
Interview: 23/3/11). 
 In Bourdieuian terms, Kelly has identified a 
theoretical distance between herself and her peers-or 
the occupation of differing social spaces (Bourdieu, 
1998). This identification resulted in Kelly moving 
back home, where she was supported by her family and 
therefore did not have to reconcile the apparent 
differences she felt between herself and other students. 
The potential ‘crisis’ (Bourdieu, 1990b) or questioning 
of the family based habitus was therefore removed. 
This is further emphasised when Kelly was asked 
where she felt she belonged. Her response indicates a 
stronger pull to home: 
 At home. I come here twice a week and go home 
again. I don’t really like Nottingham to be honest. I think 
of it like school-you have to go home afterwards. Because 
I live at home and maybe that’s why I don’t live in 
Nottingham and why I didn’t push to live in Nottingham 
for longer. (Kelly: Interview: 23/3/11) 

 Josie also emphasises the strong pull to remain at 
home, but not in the same way as Kelly. Josie 
highlights her lack of familiarity with the HE field and 
the re-assurance she gained from remaining at home: 
 Uhm, I don’t know really, it’s just like, going 
somewhere where I don’t know, don’t know anyone, I 
don’t really know what I’m doing, I’m all confused and 
just the whole added things, like I don’t’ know what the 
hell’s going off, at least if I’m at home then at least I 
know some things. (Josie: Interview: 22/2/11) 
 Jo also gains her sense of belonging from home 
justifying her decision to attend a local based university 
on the basis that she is ‘a homey kind of girl’ (Jo: 
Interview: 22/2/11). In addition, Jo also describes how 
she feels supported by her family: 
 When I do my uni work they kind of let me have the 
whole of the dining room, like they’ll eat and then leave 
me to it, my mum will cook me some food, like she was 
like remember to cook yourself some food, but now she’ll 
say like there’s some food in the freezer that’s already 
cooked if you want it and they also understand why I’m up 
at 2 o’clock in the morning which is nice. (Jo: Interview: 
22/2/11) 
 The sense that ‘they’re all in it together’ comes 
through strongly in Jo’s narrative of why she chose 
to stay at home, however, in relation to the key 
questions posed above some initial insight into our 
current third year students would indicate that there 
are some tensions between family members and their 
decision to go to university. 
 
Perceived acts of transgression: Some of our 
students highlighted the discomfort that family 
members had about their decision to go to university 
where the ‘transgression’ is experienced in terms of 
pursuing a path that is not necessarily supported by 
the family. For example, Ella states that being the 
first in her family to go to university is:  
 [s] cary, a lot of emphasis is placed on how well I 
do, they [parents] disagree with my career choice so 
there is a lot of pressure to do well and prove them 
wrong. (Ella: e-mail communication: 10-12-10) 
 Rob also hinted that all was not well within his family 
as he went through the process of applying to university:  
 My dad would have liked it if I had gone straight 
into work, my mum would have been horrified because 
she would have thought well, you’ve got the GCSEs, 
you’ve got the A levels, it would be stupid not to go 
and further that even more. Where dad, I think he’s 
quite scared of education because he didn’t have a good 
experience whatsoever at school, like he left school at 
15, then like literally on that Monday, like he left on the 
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Friday and on the Monday he was in a job and he kind 
of has that idea that everyone should do that, there 
shouldn’t be any academics or anything like that. (Rob: 
Interview: 24/1/11) 
 For our students, ‘spatial notions of proximity and 
distance’ (Reay et al. 2005) help us to understand the 
process of transformation and/or transgression that is at 
play during their time at university. The students in our 
study discuss their attempts to belong in various social 
positions where the stability in their own identity is 
disrupted through their decision to enter the HE field. 
For Josie, this is felt more in relation to her peer group 
outside of university where she feels the pressure to 
undertake various roles: 
 It’s just like, I feel like I do so many different roles 
in my life, it’s just like, I’m a student, I’m a girlfriend, 
I’m a sister, I’m an aunty, I’m a friend and it’s like, 
people I’m around outside of uni, they need me more 
than the people inside uni so I’m like there for them 
more. (Josie: Interview: 22/2/11) 
 Importantly Josie also goes on to explain that her 
‘non-university’ friends do not fully understand why 
she chose to undertake a degree course when they have 
made different choices, especially those who have 
become teenage mothers. The degree of separation 
Josie feels in relation to this group is expressed in her 
not quite knowing where she really belongs, a situation 
reflective of a habitus in conflict with itself, or where 
the primary habitus (Reed-Danahay, 2005) is protecting 
itself against ‘crises and critical challenges’ (Bourdieu 
1990a) through processes of alignment and where 
identity re/formation takes place.  
 
Evolving identity: Bourdieu describes the difficulties 
in establishing position within social fields as 
individuals attempt to develop an ‘inherent part of 
belonging’ (Bourdieu, 1990b). The competing tensions 
between what the students were leaving behind and 
their attempts to fit into their new contexts, is a 
consistent theme that emerged within our data. Josie 
reflects upon this as she illuminates the complex 
process of forming friendships as she attempted to 
gravitate towards similarly minded people. 
 I’d say at first I didn’t really speak to anyone, but I 
didn’t mind not speaking with anyone because I thought 
it’s alright, I’ll be alright by myself. But the more I 
spoke with anyone, the more I thought it’s kind of 
alright kind of thing-they’re all similar to me kind of 
thing. (Josie: Interview: 22/2/11) 
 Kelly also goes through the process of working out 
who she fits in with. Having worked for a year prior to 
coming to university, Kelly dissociated herself from 

younger and what she considered as less mature 
students. She firmly identifies two types of students: 
 There are two types of student-you’ve got your 
drunken immature students and then you’ve got the 
ones who are here to get a degree, they’re not interested 
in anything else. The drunken immature ones tend to be 
younger and male, I would say but that’s from whom I 
lived with, because the majority of people on the course 
are female and I don’t socialise with them. The other 
type is older, with children, they don’t’ need to be a lot 
older, but having already worked or have a job or other 
responsibility where coming to university is more of a 
risk (Kelly: Interview: 23/3/11) 
 When asked who she identifies most with, Kelly 
responded ‘definitely the older ones’ (Kelly: 
Interview: 23/3/11) disassociating herself from 
students who ‘basically go out and get drunk all the 
time’ (Kelly: Interview: 23/3/11). Josie struggled 
much more with her emerging self and there appeared 
to be much more self-questioning than in other 
students’ narratives as illustrated below:  
 I kind of thought, uhm, this is interesting. But 
what am I doing here Josie? What are you doing 
here? When I first came in, I thought oh it’s alright, 
it’s not that big, so when I first got here I was like, 
ugh, but then after a few months I felt yeah, it’s 
alright, it’s alright, you can get used to this sort of 
thing. (Josie: Interview: 22/2/11) 
 There is a sense in which Josie took small steps and 
constantly matched up her experiences with her 
understanding of her own identity. She did go on to 
describe the ambiguity of her social position-‘I’m not quite 
there yet’ (Josie: Interview: 22/2/11)-further articulating a 
sense of dislocation in terms of understanding the 
disjuncture between her ‘university’ self and her ‘outside 
university’ self. Here, the notion of habitus clivé 
(Bourdieu, 2004; Reed-Danahay, 2005) is helpful in 
explaining the tension experienced by Josie as she 
attempted to align herself to both social groups. Josie also 
goes on to explain that she does not feel that going to 
university was the right decision for her. This could 
indicate the extent to which she was not able to fully align 
her primary habitus with that of the institution: 
 It was probably the wrong choice for me; I don’t 
feel like I enjoy it and still don’t feel at home after 3 
years. I would not recommend university to my friends 
unless they were sure they knew what they wanted to 
do in life, this has left me more confused than when I 
came. The idea of coming to university is better than it 
actually is (for me). (Josie: e-mail communication: 
22/1/11) 
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 Whilst theoretical social positioning would suggest 
that Josie should be able to align herself with the habitus 
of a post-1992 institution, this was never achieved. 
Reflecting in the final year of her course, she illustrates 
how she has reconciled herself to being ‘different’: 
 In year one I was more focussed on fitting in and 
making friends and worried what people would think of 
me and if they would judge me. Now I have accepted 
that I am different and I don’t care what people think 
or might think about me. The big change is me being 
ok with not fitting in. (Josie: e-mail communication: 
22/1/11) 
 The social arena is one way in which students 
begin to construct their HE identity-the other is through 
their academic studies. Molly for example states, ‘the 
feelings I still get about being at university is that I still 
doubt if I am ‘clever’ enough to be here’ (Molly: e-mail 
communication: 15/1/11). Lucy also reflects on how 
she felt about academic work stating that she was 
‘worried that the work would be too hard’ (Lucy: e-
mail communication: 10/1/11). Such questioning of 
position is consistent across the sample although it is a 
position that goes unarticulated with academic tutors. 
Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) offer insights into this by 
exploring legitimacy of position-should students admit 
that they do not understand the academic aspect of 
university life, their occupation of a student place 
becomes questionable for the students in this study, this 
impact upon their feelings of confidence about whether 
they deserve to be at university. This becomes even more 
open to scrutiny in Year 3, as students acknowledge an 
increased demand in the requirements of academic tasks. 
Kelly, for example states about the final year: 
 I don’t like this year because there’s too much 
pressure. If it was designed differently so that the 
second year was say 40% and the third year was 60% I 
think I would have pulled my finger out of my backside 
a bit quicker and got on with doing, then I would have 
got my work up to the academic standard then rather 
than having to make a massive leap now because I just 
thought, it’s only 20%, I just need to pass it, whereas 
actually if I had got a good grade then it could have 
taken the pressure off a bit now (Kelly: Interview: 
23/3/11). 
 Whilst it is evident that students found the 
demands of academic work challenging at times, their 
sense of belonging to the institution clearly developed 
over the three years of their undergraduate 
programme. With the exception of Josie (as discussed 
above), all students involved in the research detailed 
the ways in which they had constructed their identities 
as they became increasingly acculturated within the 

institution. This process involved becoming familiar 
with the particular institutional habitus and finding 
ways of adapting to its practices that both structure 
and are structured by the student body. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 There are initial indications that work around 
widening participation students’ identity could tell us 
something about the ways in which such young people 
transform throughout their undergraduate programme 
and the ways in which they adapt to the context of 
university life. The process of adaptation is not problem 
free despite the idea that ‘going to higher education 
[has] become far more normalized than it once would 
have been’ (Thomas and Quinn, 2007). The 
deliberation of the tension between ‘transformation’ 
and ‘transgression’ is therefore extremely complex. 
This complexity is further emphasised by the fuzzy 
boundaries of what constitutes a widening participation 
student. Exploring this issue from a Bourdieuian 
perspective would suggest that students from 
neighbourhoods with high IMD rank scores would 
establish a fit with HE because assumptions are made 
about the levels and relative weighting of the various 
forms of capital they possess (Bourdieu, 1986). 
However, it is clear that this form of analysis may not 
be adequate in identifying those who appear to be ‘fish 
out of water’ (Reay et al., 2010) particularly given that 
the majority of students in this study found ways in 
which to establish a sense of fit with the institution. In 
terms of considering this as an act of transgression from 
a family based habitus, it is evident from this study that 
this is not the case as the majority of students in fact felt 
supported by their families. As such, the families became 
an important component within the process of habitus 
adaptation. This could be representative of generational 
habitus shifts (Byrom, 2010) where there is increased 
acceptance of HE participation amongst families without 
a previous history of education at that level.  
 It is evident from research (Reay, 2001) that 
institutional habituses are ‘by dint of their collective 
nature are less fluid than individual habitus’ which 
places the focus on students to adapt to their context. 
This has implications in post-1992 institutions where 
the lack of alignment with the institution could lead to 
issues of progression and retention. This study is timely 
given the recent move to increase tuition fees from 
2012 where it is expected that student expectations of 
their HE ‘offer’ may change and the influence of the 
institution in identity trans/formation will become 
critical in processes of social mobility. 
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