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Widening participation programmes aim to increase the progression of students from low socio-eco-

nomic status (SES) groups to higher education. This research proposes that the human capabilities

approach is a good justice-based framework within which to consider the social and cultural capital

processes that impact upon the educational capabilities of young people from low SES groups. It

presents a case study which examines the developing capability set of Irish students from a represen-

tative sample of schools participating in a university-based widening participation outreach pro-

gramme aimed at increasing social and cultural capital constructs. Qualitative analysis is presented

from four schools; four student focus groups with 22 student participants, and 15 individual student

interviews. Findings focus on the developing capabilities of autonomy, hope, voice and identity, as

well as on the relationship between specific widening participation activities and the developing

capability set. The findings highlight the development of college-focused knowledge and how this

impacts upon students’ aspiration to participate in higher education. The idea of ‘widening capabil-

ity’ is discussed in relation to the potential of the capability approach to contribute an additional

dimension to a mainly neoliberal policy rhetoric, which emphasises the market value of higher-edu-

cation participation. In doing so, it explores how widening participation activities can influence the

widening capability set of low SES students, and its relationship with what the students deem to be

‘a life of value’.
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Introduction

The capability approach is a theoretical framework that entails two core claims: first,

that the freedom to achieve well-being is of primary moral importance and second,

that this freedom is to be understood in terms of people’s capabilities. It has precipi-

tated an interdisciplinary literature in the social sciences resulting in a new policy

paradigm which is mainly used in development studies: the ‘human development

approach’ (Robeyns, 2016). A person’s capability represents their freedom or real

opportunity set (Commin et al., 2008). In recent times, the capability approach has

been used to explore policy and practice in education, and is considered an alternative
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to neoliberal perspectives, providing a framework through which the process, purpose

and impact of education can be evaluated (Walker, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2012; Unter-

halter et al., 2007; Hart, 2013).

In this paper, we present the capability approach as a useful theoretical framework

to explore widening participation in higher education for low socio-economic status

(SES) students. In so doing, we build on the work of Walker (2008), Tikly and Bar-

rett (2011) and Hart (2013), who examine whether the capability approach can chal-

lenge the hegemony of neoliberal discourse in access to higher education. As Walker

(2012) suggests, developing widening access to higher education as primarily useful

in building human capital is a persuasive and verifiable, market-aligned model, but it

offers an impoverished model for education as it does not prioritise well-being,

human agency or the transformative potential of education. Chiappero-Martinetti

and Sabadash (2010) propose that the capability approach can be complementary

theoretically and empirically to policy rhetoric that focuses on widening participation

as a vehicle for increasing human capital, as it can offer the prospect that we move

beyond ‘estimating the market determinants and gains from education to something

which more comprehensively embraces plural dimensions of people’s lives to better

understand the role education plays’ (Walker, 2012, p. 387).

Drawing on this work, we propose that the capability approach can provide a

broader framework through which to understand the development of low SES stu-

dents’ educational aspirations. The paper begins by setting out the impact that

neoliberal discourse has had on the development of widening participation policy and

practice. It proceeds to discuss the social and cultural capital limits faced by low SES

students and the potential of the capability approach as a framework through which it

is possible to consider the educational development of young people towards ‘valued

beings and doings’ (Sen, 1992). It then presents a case study from Ireland which uses

the capability approach to research the impact of a university-led widening participa-

tion initiative, Trinity Access 21-College for Every Student (TA21-CFES), on the

evolution of student knowledge and aspirations. The TA21-CFES project provides

students with opportunities to participate in widening participation activities, which

aim to build social and cultural capital that specifically relate to future higher-educa-

tion progression. The paper discusses the impact of these activities on the capability

set of low SES students and their developing aspirations.

Educational access and the policy landscape

Although higher-education participation rates have increased significantly over the

last few decades, there is a persistent pattern of inequality of access by low SES stu-

dents. In Australia, the UK, and the USA, for example, high SES students are three

times more likely to enter a high-status university than low SES students. Across

selective institutions in the UK and the USA, low SES students account for just 1 in

20 enrolments (Jerrim, 2013).

In Ireland, Power, Flynn, Courtois and Kennedy (2013) and O’Connor (2014)

suggest that targets for addressing educational disadvantage and improving higher-

education access are rarely met because the policy discourse, which focuses on lib-

eral conceptions of equality, clashes with the increased marketisation of education.
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In the UK, widening participation is also hostage to this discourse through, as

Archer, Hutchings and Ross (2003) say, the appropriation of concepts like choice,

aspiration and diversity and their subsequent embedding into New Labour educa-

tion policy.

In Ireland, higher-education participation has increased from 20% of young adults

(aged 17–21) in the 1980s to 52%, and their progression rate through higher educa-

tion averages 85% (Higher Education Authority, 2015), whereas low SES students

realised participation rates1 of only 14% in 2013, against national targets of 31%

(Higher Education Authority, 2015). Research has identified a number of barriers to

the educational progression of low SES students, including underperformance at pri-

mary and second level (Chowdry et al., 2013; Smyth et al., 2015; Keane, 2015),

long-term processes of educational (dis)engagement, problems with school organisa-

tion and process (Smyth & Banks, 2012), impoverished availability of information

and guidance (McCoy et al., 2014), the structure of the admissions process and the

high-stakes nature of the terminal exam (Higher Education Authority, 2010, 2015;

Keane, 2011).

These explanations relate specifically to the quality, content and structure of the

education system. Other explanations focus on the familial experiences of the stu-

dents, and the indirect effects that social, cultural and economic disadvantage (St

John et al., 2011; Torgerson et al., 2014) have on educational progression and choice.

Bourdieu’s (1984) paradigm of cultural reproduction, the dominant explanation for

inequalities in social mobility (Donnelly & Evans, 2016), highlights habitus and cul-

tural capital as central to these barriers. Habitus is ‘the practical mastery which people

possess of their situations’ and cultural capital is the skills, tastes, material belongings

and credentials acquired through being part of a particular social class. According to

Bourdieu, each class has a different habitus, which informs their values, practices and

beliefs. He argues that we have ‘internalised, “embodied” social structures. . . [which]
function below the level of consciousness’ (Bourdieu, 1986), and impose limits on

what we feel we can and cannot do. Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) argue that ‘the

educational norms of those social classes capable of imposing the criteria of evalua-

tion which are the most favorable to their children’ (p. 495) are the ones that prevail

and work to exclude the minority classes from participating in higher education.

Therefore, cultural capital reinforces social inequalities by valuing the cultural capital

of the dominant social classes over the lower SES groups.

Research has shown that when students lack access to forms of social and cultural

capital that are valued by the dominant social classes, then educational outcomes are

limited (Reay et al., 2005, 2009, 2010; HEFCE, 2015). This focus on social and cul-

tural capital ‘deficits’ of low SES students has informed the development of widening

participation practice, as activities can focus on building their social and cultural capi-

tal to facilitate effective ‘transition’ to the habitus of the dominant culture. Fox

(2016) contends that framing interventions in this way implies a lack of legitimacy

and recognition accorded to those social and cultural assets of low SES students.

Therefore, while widening participation programmes may aim to build social and cul-

tural capital to improve higher-education progression, the deficit discourse can place

the locus of responsibility for progression with the individual, neglecting to acknowl-

edge the role of structure in reproducing social inequalities.
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The capability approach, capital theories and widening participation

The capability approach provides an alternative framework to this deficit model of

widening participation under which individual educational progress can be consid-

ered. Developed by Amartya Sen (1992) and subsequently elaborated by Martha

Nussbaum (2005), the central idea of the capability approach is that social arrange-

ments should aim to expand people’s capabilities, which is their freedom to promote

or achieve functionings that are important to them. According to Sen (1999), there is

greater equality in society when there is parity in people’s capabilities to do or be what

is valuable to them. A key concept in the approach is people’s functioning, which is

an achievement or outcome, whereas a capability is the ability to achieve (potential)

(Sen, 1985; Walker & Unterhalter, 2007; Wilson-Strydom, 2012). Therefore, a func-

tioning can be considered the active realisation of capabilities (Nussbaum, 2011). In

widening participation practice, this would reconfigure the focus from an outcome-

driven approach, based on academic attainment and progression within the existing

system, toward an empowering and critical engagement by each student in how future

educational options relate to what they value and what they have come to believe they

can choose to be or to do. By exploring the capability set that low SES young adults

need in order to progress to post-secondary education from a human development

perspective, it allows us to explore more humanly rich goals for development through

education (Walker, 2012). In this context, ‘educational capabilities’ refer to low SES

students being empowered and informed to choose an educational path that they

value.

A capability approach to widening participation refocuses our evaluation of

equality from outcome to opportunity by foregrounding the student’s capability to

be educated. Watts (2012) highlights the importance of this repositioning; he states

that Bourdieusian analyses normally engage with the application and acceptance

rates to higher education and emphasise the scale of cultural capital required of

students to progress, whereas the capabilities approach allows for the possibility

that the freedom to make choices includes the freedom to reject what is viewed as

the higher or better option, measured by greater potential for individual economic

productivity. Thus, the capabilities approach allows us to understand the interac-

tion between students’ existing capital and the capital being provided by widening

participation activities; it allows an understanding of the development of individual

freedom.

Watts (2012) acknowledges that students from low SES communities are often

bounded by the limitations imparted by their social, academic and cultural capital,

which means that even students who qualify for entry into higher education may

adapt their preferences, based on their environment, so that they do not consider cer-

tain higher-education institutions as within their reach (Watts, 2012). The capabili-

ties approach offers a lens through which we can begin to understand the

complexities of student choice; it provides a framework to consider how students’

habitus shifts through involvement in widening participation activities, to broaden

their capability set. It offers a broad understanding of how developing capabilities and

preferences change over the course of the students’ experience with widening partici-

pation activities.
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The literature on the capability approach in education has expanded significantly

in recent years. In combination with theories of social and cultural reproduction, edu-

cation researchers have operationalised the capability approach as a useful framework

for understanding the complexities of ‘meaningful’ access to university, and argued

that it should be used to consider how education impacts on human development

(Unterhalter, 2003; Walker, 2006; Biggeri, 2007; Walker & Unterhalter, 2007; Wil-

son-Strydom, 2012, 2015, 2016). Watts and Bridges (2006) contend that for some

young people, the challenge of pursuing higher education lies both in the financial

implications and in the lack of available social and cultural capital within their com-

munity; they assert that the capability approach provides an alternative lens through

which to consider long-standing theories of social and cultural capital formation.

Ball, Maguire and Macrae’s (2000) study of young people’s further education

choices in London found that students were not always operating as ‘individual

rational calculators’ (p. 18), as a human capital approach to education would con-

tend. In this context, a low SES student with the same academic attainment outcomes

in second-level education as a high SES student might be expected to have similar

opportunities and outcomes in higher education. However, students with apparently

equivalent academic outcomes from different SES groups do not have equal employ-

ment opportunities, when the social and cultural capital advantages of networks, fam-

ily history and private schooling are taken into account (Walker, 2012, p. 385). As

Share and Carroll (2013) illustrate, low SES students differ in their freedom to con-

vert capabilities into functionings by virtue of other demands on their time, issues

with identity and social integration, and adjusting to a dominant higher-education

culture. Therefore, while a focus on building social and cultural capital in widening

participation programmes could appear to redress social injustices, it may in practice

mask the inequalities in opportunity for low SES students to convert capabilities into

functionings.

The current research proposes that an explicit consideration of widening participa-

tion from a capability approach allows for consideration of these differences in oppor-

tunity to convert capabilities into functionings. For example, a student in one of the

TA21 project schools who is expected to progress to higher education may be given

the opportunity for campus visits and summer schools at later stages in the school

cycle (age 16 + ). She may have a strong academic track record and ambitions to pro-

gress. However, she may not have support at home and may be working to contribute

to the domestic economy, thereby potentially compromising her attainment. While

her ambition has been nurtured by the widening participation programmes and her

attainment is strong, she will be less likely to convert her capabilities into functionings

in a higher-education setting because of the demands on her time at home. This stu-

dent may adapt her preferences to a choice that will enable her to do both, to stay

close to home and contribute, as well as further her education, despite her ability and

the promise of future earnings potential.

In order to understand the complexities of how students adapt their preferences

and develop their perception of what is valuable, education researchers have opera-

tionalised the capability approach and developed lists of capabilities that are consid-

ered important within education. These include human agency and autonomy, hope

and voice, identity and knowledge. According to Walker (2008), providing a student
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with agency, including the freedom to decide and ‘the power to act and be effective’

(Crocker & Robeyns, 2009, p. 75; Wilson-Strydom, 2012, 2016), is essential for edu-

cation progression. Similarly, Robeyns (2003) states that autonomy is important in

education as it relates to the student’s capacity to make informed choices, including

decisions regarding planning a life after school, having space for reflection, indepen-

dence and empowerment. Wilson-Strydom explores this in detail and suggests that

the distinction between being able to act and being effective is particularly important

in the context of education, as it functions to build skills and capacity.

Building the capability of hope is also considered central to planning a life of value

(Walker, 2006). As a capability, hope is closely connected to the capability of voice,

because of its importance in addressing adapted preferences and students’ capacity to

see their future in light of their current situations and structural limitations (Walker,

2006). According to Appadurai (2004), hope offers a perspective on future possibili-

ties not linked to income level; it is the opposite of a sense of entrapment and poverty.

Providing students with the capabilities of voice and hope for a different future can be

a basis for the development of aspiration insofar as it becomes the basis of a ‘thick’

aspirational map, which is a flexible horizon of aspirations, rather than a ‘thin’ aspira-

tional map, which is a less robust sense of what is possible for their future (Appadurai,

2004).

Drawing on Biggeri’s (2007) work on capabilities and on Freire’s (1973) and

Thomson’s (1999) work on learner identity formation, the capability of identity is

also considered central to students’ ability to imagine and work towards a future in

higher education. Irish educational policy documents recognise identity as being cen-

tral to the continuing process of value formation in students (Higher Education

Authority, 2015) and for low SES students, the ability to participate in higher educa-

tion requires a shift in self-concept and an ability to see education and work possibili-

ties in one’s future that do not exist in one’s own immediate context (Biggeri, 2007).

Knowledge is considered an important capability in terms of educational change.

Robeyns (2003) contends that knowledge is fundamental to educational uplift; she

describes the importance of students developing knowledge of school subjects which

are either intrinsically interesting or instrumentally useful for post-school choices of

study, paid work and a career. Having knowledge of others with whom they can iden-

tify, and knowledge for critical thinking and active inquiry, are considered an impor-

tant capability that should be developed through education. According to Appadurai

(2004), knowledge gained at school may be intrinsically valued, instrumentally valued

(work) or positionally valued (a better university, expanded career options); having

this knowledge and the credentials that would not be possible without it expands

opportunities, agency and freedom and again, can contribute to a ‘thick’ aspirational

map (Appadurai, 2004, p. 186).

The current study

The current study examines the usefulness of the capabilities approach in under-

standing the development of low SES student aspirations. We take the perspective

that the aspiration to progress on to higher education would be influenced by the

developing capabilities of agency, hope and voice, identity and knowledge; and that
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activities which aim to provide students with access to specific forms of capital could

be framed under a broader human development framework. We propose a ‘widening

capability’ (Walker, 2008) approach, which aims to shift the widening participation

policy narrative from a focus on student progression to student potential and capabil-

ity. We will explore how low SES students’ existing capability and capital set interacts

with widening participation experiences to influence students’ views on what consti-

tutes ‘a life of value’ and how they define and develop aspirations.

Method

This research uses a case study approach to examine the developing capability set of

Irish students from a representative sample of four schools participating in the TA21-

CFES programme. A qualitative approach was adopted and the data discussed are

illuminative rather than generalisable, as they are taken from a small sample of stu-

dents. At the end of the first year of the three-year TA21-CFES programme, 22 stu-

dents participated in focus groups and 15 students participated in interviews. All

students were in their second year of secondary school and aged 14. Permission to

interview the students was sought from guardians as well as from student participants.

Interviews were conducted individually with each student and we were mindful

throughout of the sensitive ethical dimensions of the study. In order to depersonalise

the content of the interview, and initiate conversation, we used photographs that

depicted school, family, work and future to ask about why others would deem these

thematic areas important for their future. A description of the students and the four

schools is provided in Table 1.

All students had participated in the first year of the structured TA21-CFES project,

which included three ‘core practices’. The TA21-CFES core practices were devel-

oped based on a revision of the existing widening participation literature and the

experience of two large-scale widening participation projects running in the USA and

Ireland. Some activities were adapted from the US not-for-profit project College for

Every Student—a programme which offers schools support in implementing activities

relating to social and cultural capital development—and some were developed from

the Trinity Access Programmes, which has run outreach work in low SES secondary

schools for over 20 years. TA21-CFES was aimed specifically at students from

schools and communities where higher-education participation was historically low;

its primary aim was to encourage participation in higher education across Ireland,

rather than being specific to the institution in which the programme was running.

The core practices were: (1) mentoring via six structured sessions with a university

undergraduate or graduate who was also from a low SES background; (2) pathways

to college activities, including a visit to a higher-education campus and information

sessions on higher-education progression and related careers; and (3) participation in

Leadership through Service, a student-led service project which positively impacted

upon the students’ school or community. These core practices were modelled on the

College for Every Student model. They were adapted to the Irish context and devel-

oped to align with research which has focused on the social and cultural capital con-

structs identified as supporting educational uplift in low SES students (St John et al.,

2011). The constructs included building trusting relationships, developing networks
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Table 1. School and participant details for interviews and focus groups

School 3 School 5 School 9 School 10

Interviews Bobby

Female

Irish

Ellana

Female

Irish

Dale

Male

Irish

Aja

Female

Polish

John

Male

Irish

Alene

Female

Irish

Calan

Male

Dutch

Ash

Female

African

Ollie

Female

Irish

Kaylee

Female

Polish

Luigi

Male

Irish

Geo

Female

Irish

Cal

Female

Irish

Kelly

Female

Asian

Mike

Male

Irish

Focus groups Terry

Male

Irish

Keilty

Female

Irish

Vlad

Male

Polish

Elly

Male

Romanian

Kyle

Male

Irish

Amma

Female

Irish

Sophie

Female

Irish

Caly

Female

Irish

Nic

Female

Polish

Fran

Female

Irish

Dee

Male

African

Bill

Male

Irish

Daryl

Male

Irish

Zarah

Female

Hungarian/Romanian

Tania

Female

Irish

Ollie

Female

Irish

Cillian

Male

Irish

Caley

Female

Irish

Sonya

Female

Irish

Table 2. Alignment of social and cultural capital formation, TA21-CFES core practices and

activities

Practice Activities Capital

Pathways to

college

1. Minimum of one university campus visit per year Cultural and

social capital2. College course investigations

3. Parent discussion on college course investigation

4. College student visit school

Mentoring 1. Minimum of six college-focused mentoring sessions with

low SES college student/graduate

Social and

cultural capital

Leadership

through Service

1. Students lead a service activity Cultural capital

1232 C. Hannon et al.

© 2017 British Educational Research Association



through which college-related information can be transferred, and the development

of college and career-related knowledge and skills. Table 2 describes how the

TA21-CFES activities align with the processes related to social and cultural capital

development.

The formulation of the themes and subthemes in the interview and focus group

schedules was guided by the work of St John et al. (2011) and by the capabilities dis-

cussed in the Introduction; these included autonomy, hope and voice, identity and

knowledge. The list of capital-formation processes listed in Table 2 was employed to

generate interview schedules, and later used to code the interview and focus group

data. We also used the capabilities as an additional guide to coding the data.

Qualitative analysis

The following section describes the capabilities that were identified through the the-

matic analysis and the relationship between these capabilities and the core practices

that students experienced through the TA21-CFES project (Leadership through Ser-

vice, pathways to college and mentoring). Autonomy, hope and voice, and identity

are the main capabilities emerging as a result of participation in the activities aimed at

increasing the capital constructs of the students. These are discussed in order of their

impact, with autonomy being the most influential capability while identity has a smal-

ler impact. Finally, we present evidence that knowledge, as both a capability and a

capital process, impacts upon how students see themselves in relation to higher-edu-

cation progression, and how the practices of the TA21-CFES project provide qualita-

tively different forms of knowledge which support aspiration development and

freedom of choice in the students.

Autonomy

In the analysis we observe that participation in activities which aim to develop cultural

and social capital constructs such as information, networks and trust impact upon a

stronger sense of autonomy in low SES students.

Throughout the interviews and focus groups, there was strong evidence that the

Leadership through Service project, which allows students to lead a service-based

project, was fundamental to a shift in their sense of autonomy and self-perception. It

provided students with the opportunity to develop new skills and to overcome barri-

ers. Students designed ‘Leadership through Service’ projects which would positively

impact upon their community, giving them space and time to plan, lead and follow

through on their initiative. Students in all four schools discussed how leading and

developing the projects helped them feel empowered and more able to ‘take control

of what you’re doing’. Sonya, a girl from School 5, said that the leadership project

helped the students in her school develop a sense of purpose and responsibility,

reflecting that it has made them think more seriously:

. . . we’re more serious [because of the leadership project] . . . because we now know how

much work had to go into it to make it a thing. Like, we had to get permission off teachers,

we had to get furniture, and we had to get everything sorted out. We had to paint a room;

we had to choose what colours to use.

Widening educational capabilities 1233

© 2017 British Educational Research Association



By empowering the students to lead a service-focused activity, the TA21-CFES pro-

ject is enhancing students’ sense of responsibility and pride in their work; seeing a

project through from start to finish was important to their sense of accomplishment.

School 5 completed a substantial project, where they redesigned a classroom, turning

it into a twenty-first-century project room for more active teaching and learning

methodologies. The students in this school scoped the entire project, secured finan-

cial support for its development and worked collaboratively to effectively complete

the project room. Students in this school demonstrated surprise in their own capacity

to achieve their goals; they were proud to have seen the project to completion and of

their growing confidence in working together effectively as a team:

It was almost a sense of pride really because you thought up a project and you had an idea

and it was only a rough idea and then just to see it all carried out and actually say, we com-

pleted this, do you know what I mean, I think it’s like almost like, I know we’re in second

year and it’s just, it feels like it’s something big to us.

The students in School 5 said that the experience was helpful in developing their

sense of autonomy and confidence, as they presented the project to new external net-

works and to people who had been to higher education. This pride in their autonomy

and a recognition of enhanced confidence was consistently seen in all schools. Bobby

in School 5 illustrates this in her observation:

we had to research on this and we had to present it so it really helped be confident that

time, and I was not really confident and you know you had to meet other people, students,

and it wasn’t really good at the first meeting but the second time it was okay cause you

were comfortable. . .

The leadership project’s impact on student autonomy was evident in a comment

made by John in School 3:

It wasn’t the teachers doing it, it was us so it was showing us like that actually there is

organising that goes into stuff. . . they gave us a great experience of leading a team and see-

ing all what you have to do to be a good leader and stuff.

Many students referred to the sense of accomplishment they had experienced by lead-

ing without the teachers. In School 9, Calan and Dale both talk about how this gave

them a sense of ‘I can’, with Dale highlighting the sense of responsibility they all felt:

‘there was no teacher behind you to say what you had to mention, it was all just us so we had

to make sure that we included everything’.

Completing the leadership project has given them a sense of pride—’we can stand

proud of what we did’. It has underscored the importance of organisation and planning

in their habitual patterns, in order to get to where they intend to go. Zoe in School 9

reflects on this point, when talking about the importance of the leadership project:

. . . Cause like if you’re not organised, if you don’t organise your locker then you’re proba-

bly going to be late for class. You’re going to be in constant trouble. So like you have to be

organised.

Throughout the interviews there was evidence that students were more hopeful

because of the knowledge they were gaining at an early stage in their second-level edu-

cation about future options:
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I want to go to college but I was always really afraid of college. I’ll always think college is

this big thing that I probably wouldn’t be getting into, and now I see it’s not just because

of who you are that you can’t get into it. Like if you work hard enough you will get into

somewhere.

There are consistent references to the TA21-CFES programme teaching them that

‘working hard’ and being responsible will support their progression to college. There

is less evidence at this stage, however, that they acknowledge other limitations which

may affect their educational progression, such as academic attainment or family and

community influences.

Students have built social capital through their mentoring relationships, which has

provided them with trustworthy information and broader networks of relatable role

models. Most of the mentors were recruited from low SES students and alumni who

had progressed to Trinity College Dublin via the access programmes, so they were

deemed ‘relatable’. Some mentors were drawn from the secondary school itself, and

were students who were in their final year of school and who had college aspirations.

The students talk about how these relationships have shown them that they have the

freedom to choose what they want to be or do and how having this perspective sup-

ported, particularly through mentoring, has helped them to believe their future plans

are more attainable. Keilty in School 5 talked about the importance of having some-

one reassuring in her life, who knew how to navigate the education system. She said

of the mentors:

They’re just more like reassuring. . . [They] make sure that you can do that course. Just

like, you know that you can get there if you wanted.

Calan in School 9 talked about the importance of mentoring, and how it provided

him with the sense that he can achieve:

Interviewer: What effect has mentoring had on you?

Calan: Like it has opened our eyes to say ‘well they’ve achieved it’.

Interviewer: And what does that make you feel?

Calan: That if they can do it then we can do it.

This exchange, an example of many others, demonstrates the importance of the

mentoring relationship in transferring information that supports the development

of autonomy in the students. This autonomy was particularly related to the sense

that they can achieve their goals and there is evidence that they are converting

this enhanced autonomy into functionings, such as completing school work to a

high standard, focusing on their longer-term goals and improving their academic

attainment.

Hope and voice

The evidence emerging from the TA21-CFES project is that hope is developing in

the students through expanded, trusted networks, greater knowledge about college

and careers and an awareness of how to persist through barriers. These have been

facilitated by pathways to college and mentoring practices.
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There is an abundance of evidence that the TA21-CFES project is providing stu-

dents with hope for their future. Ellana said ‘the activities made us more inspired, to go to

college like they made us [want to] stay in school, and em, reach our goals’. Students are

clearer on their own role in achieving these goals and demonstrate an understanding

of overcoming barriers to make their aspirations attainable. Bobby in School 3 talks

about visiting a higher-education campus and how the information, and exposure to

the institution, has affected her sense of hope:

It makes your dream reality. . . Like you can always think about ‘Oh yeah, I’ll get

my. . . third level education’ but actually going to X college, seeing real students,

real people, talking to real lecturers, it makes it [a] reality. It’s possible to go to

college.

The knowledge they have built through the project has developed their cultural

capital and given them greater hope that they can get to higher education. Stu-

dents demonstrate an understanding that there are alternative routes into higher

education and this reduces pressure around academic attainment required in the

final, second-level school examinations. They are using this knowledge to develop

new habitual patterns such as focused work, setting clear attainment goals for

themselves, taking more ‘higher’-level subjects and staying away from social

events with peers to ensure they complete the tasks they have set for themselves.

Students now realise that higher education will be more likely to deliver a job

that ‘you want to get up every morning and go to. . .’. They associate not going

to college with a lack of hope and imagine a life ‘living off and drinking alcohol

everyday. . .’ where if ‘you had no job you’ll be living on scraps’. In School 5,

students in the focus group talk about the importance of resilience and reflect on

their own family experience and the lack of choice evident for those in their com-

munity with low educational attainment. This, alongside the new information

from the TA21-CFES programme, is helping them to scaffold a different set of

aspirations for themselves:

Keilty: Yeah! It really does because before it, I wanted to go to college but I wasn’t

really sure if I could because of finances. Like cause like I come from a

background where money is kinda tight and not, not most of my family have got

a degree or masters from college.

Amma: Em like my mum didn’t go college so I don’t want to be like her like she doesn’t

have a job an all. So if I go college maybe I’ll get a job.

Keilty: Emm I dunno it’s just like me da does buildings. I don’t think he actually likes it

cause he always like, he comes home tired but ye you’d be tired after workin, but

I think he just does it so he can like, help us with the money in the house and

like, like with the food and all.

There are, however, cases where students are still uncertain about the future and

there is some evidence that informing students of the pathways to college can reduce

their hope. Cal in School 5 talked about how she was unsure about her chances of

realising her aspirations:

I don’t know if in the future I’m going to be able to do what I want to do. . . like the job and

everything and all this. . . in college, if you go to college and if you get the things that you
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need you should get what you want. . . like your goals achieved. . . but if that doesn’t hap-
pen then [you] obviously can’t reach them.

What is important about this observation is that students are being encouraged to

examine their options and interests in relation to higher education, and while some

were inspired and hopeful through these activities, others were not. While the TA21-

CFES programme encourages all students to consider some form of post-secondary

education, it is essentially to support students to make informed choices about their

future, whatever those choices may be. This reflects Watts’s (2012) observation that

a capability approach to widening participation foregrounds freedom of choice,

including the freedom to reject what is considered the better option, measured by

greater potential for individual economic productivity.

Other students were modifying their aspirations, based on a more realistic appraisal

of what they were likely to achieve. This is evidenced by the conversation in a focus

group in School 10:

Interviewer: The things you want to be, is that something you think you can achieve?

Elly: No.

Interviewer: No? Why not?

Elly: Like sometimes you have to like be realistic like.

Bill: Yeah, if you want to be like superman or something like.

Elly: That’s not going to happen.

Bill: No, that’s not realistic.

Elly: Exactly! It’s not going to happen!

Students were experiencing a conflict between their hopes for the future, their own

self-concept and the information they were receiving in their families and in school.

As Fox (2016) and Watts (2012) illustrated, the students are struggling to identify

the value of their own social and cultural capital in an educational landscape that

frames academic attainment and post-secondary progression as the legitimised and

recognised forms of ‘success’. Mike in School 10 talked about different types of

‘smartness’ and how despite not having ‘school smartness’, he can still amount to

something. He is trying to realign his own self-concept with the new knowledge he

has developed through the programme, and reassure himself regarding his future.

Eric also remarked on this and gave examples of smart people who were ‘successful’

but had not progressed to higher education:

and there’s some people that haven’t gone college that turned out to have great inventions

so I’d kinda just follow that route like if I can’t go to college I wouldn’t just jump at a low

paid minimum wage job, I’d kinda just try do something better and kinda think ‘If I didn’t

go college, I still have hope’.

Bill talked about how his brother didn’t go to college, but:

My oldest brother, he works in the airport and I think that’s a bit good for him, cause he’s

getting money to pay rent and to try get a new house and all. And then my other brother,

he has a like good enough job for himself.
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Students were defending the choices of their family and it was clear there was some

level of discord between the information being gained through TA21-CFES and the

family experience. This is seen in the following exchange:

Student: But isn’t there other jobs that you don’t need college for? If that makes sense,

like you can, can’t you work in certain offices if you’re like. . . is that. . . right
or wrong?

Interviewer: What kind of offices?

Student: Like, see if you finish your Leaving Cert, and you had got good points in your

Leaving Cert but you didn’t go to college, and you went to get a job. Would

they not check your Leaving Cert?

The discord between what the project was telling students about higher education

and their own experiences in their families was offset by some through the relation-

ship with their mentor. Almost all students refer to the importance of ‘relatable’ men-

tors in developing hope about progression to higher education. Kelly in School 9

talked about the importance of learning about her mentor’s past:

You see how some people started from a different background. And how like they kinda

worked hard to get to where they are. So like, kinda makes it – you can do it if you try.

Students commented on how wider college networks, developed through the mentor-

ing and pathways to college core practices, had made them more hopeful about their

future. Some describe their mentors as ‘someone to look up to’, or ‘someone you can

ask questions to if you’re not sure about college and stuff’, which is ‘really helpful’,

especially when they come from families where there are ‘no people with masters or

degrees’.

Identity

Students were conflicted about whether they would ‘fit in’ to higher education. They

spoke about those ‘types of people’ and how ‘doctors and lawyers’ go to college. Even

after one year of TA21-CFES, some students were still reluctant to see themselves as

belonging within universities that they deem ‘higher-class’. For example, Cal in

School 5 said she would rather apply to a less selective university, as one specific uni-

versity is not for people like her. Even with experience of college campuses and devel-

oping networks, students’ self-concept did not fully align with that of a college-going

student and they were uncertain as to whether they would belong in certain careers.

In School 5 this was particularly evident, with the students talking about college usu-

ally being for ‘people with money’ and students in School 10 emphasising college

being for ‘smart people’. There was also reference to the different types of institu-

tions, and how they would not be able to ‘fit in’ to the more selective universities.

Even though the programme had provided students with meaningful opportunities

to meet with students in higher education from their community, there was no sign

that they felt that their ‘difference’ within some institutions might be an asset within

the teaching, learning and cultural context, or that the institutions might adapt to bet-

ter represent a more diverse cohort (Trinity Access Programmes, 2010; Share & Car-

roll, 2013). Neither did they demonstrate an understanding that there may be
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ongoing identity issues in their experience of higher education. Yet, as Share and Car-

roll (2013) illustrate, first-generation university students can compartmentalise their

lives due to a continuing sense of conflicted identity between community and college.

They experience difference and isolation that they may be unable to discuss with their

family or friends (London, 1989). Moreover, as London (1989) remarks, ‘first gener-

ation students can carry the baggage of intergenerational family dynamics that

impacts on their sense of belonging and causes confusion about role assignment in

their families’. This can elicit ‘survivor guilt’ (Wray, 2009) when they consider the

opportunities they have had in comparison with other family members.

Not all students were conflicted about their higher-education aspirations. Students

who had long-standing aspirations to progress to higher education spoke about how

the project had changed their aspirations to more concrete objectives. They can see

themselves, and their future identity, as one that includes attending a ‘good’ higher-

education institution. For instance, Mike in School 10 demonstrated a real sense of

excitement about his future potential, which he developed in part through a relatable

role model. Describing his mentor, he said:

He likes physics and I like physics and he was kind of saying why he chose it and like, he

was saying all the things he can do and like the freedom you kinda have. . .

The connection he made with his mentor about subject interest was key to him visual-

ising his future self in higher education.

Knowledge

In the current study the development of different forms of knowledge emerged as a

significant factor in developing student aspiration. Knowledge was defined here as

system knowledge rather than skills or academic abilities. The students said that the

information gleaned through TA21-CFES was providing students with a ‘road map’

to college. One student stated that TA21-CFES was ‘a guide to know what to do for

college’; a point that was reiterated by students across several schools. The types of

information gained varied and seemed to have differing effects on students’ percep-

tions. There was factual information and experiential information; the factual infor-

mation related to information about entry requirements, subject choices and points

requirements. Factual information seemed to be reducing students’ fears and opening

up a world previously relatively unknown to them:

Bobby: It kind of made us less scared than we used to be about going to college. . . ‘cause
now you know it’s only going to be a few forms.

Cal: I didn’t really know what college was. I thought you just picked a random college

and got a job. . . Like I didn’t know you had to plan and the points for college.

The mentors provided experiential information to the students, and the students

referred to the importance of having mentors who come from similar communities as

them, saying that this provides a strong foundation from which new, trusted informa-

tion can be assimilated. Relationships with their mentors helped students develop dif-

ferent attitudes towards college. A theme that was reiterated by many was ‘if they can

do it, then so can I’. The information provided by mentors also allowed students to
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develop an understanding of alternative entry routes to college. Alene talked about

how her mentor showed her the different paths to higher education:

I heard [from my mentor] that if you get lower than you’re aiming. . . you can take

[an access] course. . . and then you go through that course and then you do some examina-

tions in that and then if you do well you can go on to your [degree] course if you want to. . .
It’s more years to do your course, like four years for your course, but it might take six

because you needed two years to get into your course.

The combination of the factual and experiential knowledge provided by the overall

project is developing students’ perception of higher education, even in those who

resisted the idea of college:

[Last year] we had a negative thing about college like it was so bad and all but that just

wasn’t true, but after seeing what it’s like, it’s much better.

I never really wanted to go to college but it’s making me, because we went to colleges and

all; it’s making me want to go to it; just it’s making me want to go to it now.

The information has also helped students become clearer about their future plans,

even if that meant they had decided that university was not for them. When asked if

TA21-CFES changed their plans for the future, one student replied ‘No. . . I still want
to become a mechanic’.

Other students reported being more informed about where they could go and what

they could study. Some realised that they were restricted to certain places (‘I decided

there was only one college I could go to if I wanted to be a vet and that was UCD’), while

others were encouraged by the range of choice available to them:

I wanted to be a music teacher but there’s other things I could’ve done. I could’ve done

music technology or music for commercials and all that, like there’s a lot, you find out

there is more of a range of courses that you can take on, instead of just teaching. (Kelly)

Discussion and conclusion

In this paper, we present evidence that students who participate in an initiative aimed

at providing access to specific forms of cultural and social capital are developing the

capabilities identified as important to navigate higher education. We provide evidence

that students are developing a sense of autonomy in their ability to make choices,

alongside hope and voice regarding future career options. Students are using informa-

tion to refine how they express these options and how they relate them to their

identity. Through the opportunities provided by higher-education mentors and

on-campus experiences, the students’ knowledge has grown and they are expressing

clearer educational aspirations.

We demonstrate that students who have the opportunity to develop higher-educa-

tion-related social and cultural capital can develop a capability set identified in the lit-

erature as critical to post-secondary educational progression. We present this

perspective as a counter-narrative to neoliberal discourse in access to higher educa-

tion, which focuses primarily on volume, attainment and skills gaps rather than on

student choice.
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The evidence presented supports the views of Walker (2008), Crocker and

Robeyns (2009) and Wilson-Strydom (2012, 2016); they state that providing a stu-

dent with agency, including the freedom to decide and ‘the power to act and be effec-

tive’, can support the capability to aspire. The students in this case study have the

scope to develop autonomy through leadership roles, new mentor relationships and

exploration of college courses and campuses. This is enhancing their ability to make

informed choices, as autonomous agents, about whether or not they wish to aim for

higher education. Using the capability approach as the basis for understanding stu-

dent choice and aspiration moves the needle from outcome-focused metrics to pro-

viding students with practical contexts in which they can develop agency to support

their own educational decisions.

The students in this case study report a growing sense of hope which, as Walker

(2006) says, is central to planning a life of value and, as Appadurai (2004) observes,

offers a perspective on future possibilities not linked to income level or current social

structures. Through the mentoring relationship and exposure to college norms, the

capability of voice and hope for a different future is developing; this hope is the basis

for the development of aspiration insofar as it provides students with a stronger sense

of future possibilities. This growth in aspiration is further supported by the knowledge

students are developing; according to Robeyns (2003), having system knowledge

acquired with relatable others for active inquiry represents an important capability

that should be developed through education. The students in this case study demon-

strate developing knowledge of college structures, entry requirements and how to

navigate the system. The current research proposes that this type of knowledge is con-

sidered a capability as it supports student aspirations. As Robeyns (2003) states, such

knowledge is fundamental to educational uplift as it is instrumentally useful for post-

school choices of study, paid work and a career.

Appadurai (2004) contends that providing students with the capabilities of voice

and hope for a different future can be a basis for the development of a ‘thick’ aspira-

tional map, which has flexible horizons about their future, rather than a ‘thin’ map

which has a smaller number of nodes and a weaker sense of what is possible for the

future (Appadurai, 2004). Our research speaks to this assertion, as participation in

capital-forming activities which support the development of autonomy, hope and

voice, and knowledge, are supporting what could be considered a ‘thick’ aspirational

map in the students. When they demonstrate knowledge of different routes of entry

(nodes), knowledge of different college courses and trust in their mentor’s message,

they are demonstrating a thick map, with many nodes through which they can navi-

gate structures.

These findings provide a counter-narrative to the deficit discourse elaborated on by

Watts (2012) and Fox (2016), which critiques the appropriation of Bourdieu’s theory

of cultural reproduction in producing adequate ‘capital’ for low SES students to

adapt to the higher-education habitus. Such an approach to widening participation

programmes fails to engage with the structural context within which students develop

their capabilities and the differences they encounter in ability to convert these capabil-

ities into functionings. A capability approach, on the other hand, shifts the focus from

an outcome-driven approach that considers academic attainment and progression in

an existing system, to an empowering and critical engagement with what each student
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values and has reason to value and what additional social and cultural capital they

may need to freely make an informed choice and build their aspirational map.

While the aspirations of low SES students were apparently increased through the

development of their emerging capability set, it is not yet clear if these capabilities will

develop into actual functionings or if they will produce what Berlant (2006) calls

‘cruel optimism’; that is, high aspirations but with little realistic possibility of attaining

them. It was clear that some students are more invested in higher-education ambi-

tions as a result of participation in the TA21-CFES project and there was a relation-

ship between the development of autonomy, voice, hope, knowledge and these

ambitions; what is less clear is whether aspirations will be realised under present con-

ditions. According to Hart (2013), there is a fine line between promoting the capabil-

ity to aspire in a supportive environment and setting students up for a fall by getting

them to dream the unattainable. Yet, as Hart (2013) also observes, aspiration-promo-

tion is a necessary dimension in encouraging young people to formulate and work

towards achieving their educational goals. The current findings suggest that interven-

tions aimed at broadening the social and cultural capital of low SES students do

impact upon their capability set and students perceive their abilities differently as a

result of more autonomy, hope and knowledge.

While the early evidence presented here shows that this school-based initiative,

which focuses on specific capital-formation processes, can be linked with the capabil-

ity approach, there are also challenges which emerge. For some, the new forms of cap-

ital raised fears of not belonging, highlighted the differences in their families and

challenged their identity. Some students were unsure they would belong in higher

education. Students have a stronger sense of autonomy about their future but are less

aware of the structural barriers they may face. For instance, they observe that if they

work hard they will achieve their educational goals and be well positioned to progress

to a career that is of value to them. However, they are less aware that other students

with similar academic attainment may have social and cultural capital that supports

them in more easily reaching their career goals. Students would be better prepared to

develop a ‘thick’ aspirational set if they were more aware of the likely structural barri-

ers and approaches they might use to mitigate these in their own trajectory. It is criti-

cal that widening participation programmes work with students to develop their

knowledge and navigational skills to engage with and address structural obstacles, if

they are to avoid being providers of Berlant’s (2006) ‘cruel optimism’.

This research provides evidence of the value of a capability approach to widening

participation. It points towards some key areas for future research, such as expanding

the examination of the formation of young people’s capability set and the relationship

between these capabilities and their functionings within higher education. Taken

together, these approaches would advance the development of a human develop-

ment-focused educational policy discourse.

We have argued that we can reclaim widening participation policy and practice

from a predominantly neoliberal discourse, which foregrounds the role of higher edu-

cation in building human capital for greater economic productivity, through synthe-

sising social and cultural capital theories with the capabilities approach. In so doing

we build on the recent work of Lanzi (2007), Chiappero-Martinetti and Sabadash

(2010), Walker (2012), Wilson-Strydom (2012) and St John (2013), all of whom
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contend that education policy formation would be strengthened by the greater use of

human-development theory. This catalyses the development of an alternative dis-

course, policy and practice on the potential of widening participation, not just to pre-

pare more students to be individuals who generate economic value, but also to play

an essential role in providing them with greater freedom to develop a ‘life of value’.

NOTE

1 Participation rates here refers to the percentage of that SES group progressing to higher education.
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