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Abstract

This paper draws on research with young people from similar working class backgrounds in a deprived urban area in England. Although all the participants achieved a high enough attainment level to remain in full-time education beyond compulsory schooling, they each elected to follow different post-16 pathways.  Drawing on in-depth interviews with nine young people, the paper focuses on the social and educational lives of these young adults as they reflect on their schooling and the decisions they made regarding their post-16 pathway. The analysis and discussion draws on the concepts of approaches to learning and self-efficacy to support a more nuanced understanding of intra-class differences in the educational experiences of these young people that may have influenced the pathway they followed when they left compulsory schooling.  The findings of this research suggest a potential relationship between these concepts, the nature of which may influence educational outcomes and notions around possible futures post-16. 
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1. Introduction

Much of the research on the way in which young people make educational choices draws on the work of Bourdieu (cf. Ball et al., 2000, 2002; Hodkinson et al., 1996). However, as Brooks (2005) argues, Bourdieu’s theory of cultural reproduction fails to adequately explain why some young people from working class backgrounds are able to access higher education. The study upon which this paper draws adopted a multi-disciplinary theoretical base, drawing initially on the psychological construct of self-efficacy, which relates to self-belief in our ability to perform a specific task (Bandura, 1977). Self-efficacy has a ‘before’, in that the sources of self-efficacy are located in our past experience, and also an ‘after’ in that we are making a self-judgement about the future. Self-efficacy both influences and is influenced by human behaviour and environmental factors. It does, therefore, have a causal influence because through the choices we make we develop different competencies, interests and social networks which then influence the direction our lives will take. This study examined the educational experience and decision-making of young people living in a deprived urban area in England, all of whom come from relatively similar backgrounds but have followed different post-16 pathways. It focused on the family, peers and schooling as aspects of the social and educational lives of these young people  and as ‘sites’ where self-efficacy may  be developed or restricted. In doing so, it has also drawn on the concept of approaches to learning in order to develop a more nuanced understanding of the intra-class differences that enabled some students to develop notions around learning that supported higher achievement and aspirations towards HE, while others from similar backgrounds did not. Although much educational research has drawn on the concepts of approaches to learning and self-efficacy individually, very few studies have explored the relationship between them in the context of compulsory schooling and educational decision making. 
The following section of this paper will explore the relationship between self-efficacy and approaches to learning and the factors which influence the nature of this relationship in an attempt to develop understanding of post-16 pathways. The methodology used in the study is presented in section 3. Section 4 examines the narratives of the participants using the conceptual framework outlined below. The final section presents a number of conclusions drawn from this analysis. 
2. Theoretical background
The psychological construct of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977), relates to the belief an individual has about their competence to perform a specific task; this influences the choices they make and the action they take. It is different to self-esteem and self-concept in that the latter relates to self-beliefs about our characteristics and traits, informed to a large extent by our perceptions about how others view us. Self-esteem (the evaluative component of the self-concept involving notions of approval/disapproval). and self-efficacy are not thought to have any fixed relationship (Pajares, 1996).  Family, peers and schooling are aspects of an individual’s life which influence life experience and offer different opportunities for the development of self-efficacy. Parents, for example, influence the development of self-efficacy by providing opportunities for mastery experiences and promoting certain values and standards (Bandura, 1986, 1997). Similarly, schools may influence self-efficacy development through aspects of practice such as streaming and teaching approach (Bandura, 1977; Locke and Latham, 1990).

Self-efficacy in our ability as a learner is likely to be influenced by our past learning experience and the success of this. This in turn is influenced by our disposition towards learning; the aims and values we attach to different sorts of learning and our approach to that learning. Approaches to learning have been found to vary with context and the key factor in this is held to be individual perceptions of the learning experience (Prosser and Trigwell, 1999). Our family background and schooling may influence perceptions around learning in terms of what learning we see as valuable and meaningful. This in turn influences our approach to learning, encouraging a deep or surface approach which may produce different outcomes in that the former is felt to be more effective (Prosser and Trigwell, 2001). Different perceptions may, therefore, lead to different levels of success within academic learning and may result in different levels of self-efficacy within this context.

Self-efficacy judgements draw on beliefs that have been shaped by our life experience and are are context dependent (Bandura, 1977). Self-efficacy in an academic learning context is likely, therefore, to be based on notions around our sense of self as an academic learner, our success in terms of educational achievement and the value we place on academic learning; notions influenced by the social and cultural context. Parents, peers and schooling exist as elements of this context and as such play a role in influencing the development of self-efficacy. Recent research highlights the role of friendship groups suggesting that the answer to the question ‘Who is friends with whom in high school?’ has consequences for academic success (Riegle-Crumb and Callahan, 2009). Friendship groups may also be particularly important during adolescence given that this is a time when parental influence may lessen in comparison to that of peers. Consequently the potential for academic achievement to be affected by the behaviour skills and values of friends may be heightened (Crossnoe et al., 2003). Developing a sense of belonging to a friendship group which is interested in schoolwork and where achieving academically is perceived as important is likely to support a positive perception of that learning and encourage an approach to learning which increases educational achievement. The relationship is two-way; an individual’s approach to learning is likely to influence whether or not they belong to such a peer group. Both imply a positive disposition towards this type of learning. Overall, the relationship between this particular sort of peer group and approach to learning is one that would support the development of self-efficacy within that specific context i.e. we would be more likely to make a positive judgement of our ability to succeed at the task of academic learning.  
This perspective on peer groups had resonance with participants’ narratives around their friendship groups in that there were clear differences amongst the groups in how they described appropriate behaviour in terms of their relationships to school and schoolwork. Similarly, the participants shared a discourse reflecting a certain perspective on the world in terms of the value of learning and different futures. Their comments suggested that participants were learning how to ‘do’ school in a particular way within the different friendship groups; they had a shared way of engaging in doing things together – in this case school. As discussed later, some ways of engaging with school appeared to facilitate higher levels of achievement and progression into formal learning post-16 while others offered less support for this particular route.  Investigating the way in which young people become part of different friendship groups and the impact of this on dispositions and approaches to learning has value, therefore, in developing our understanding of the role of learning in decision-making. In addition, exploring how young people develop their identity and the social processes through which they come to understand themselves as learners may also support the development of understanding of the way in which they engage with learning. 
3. Method

This paper draws on a research study involving nine young people aged between 19 and 22 (see Table 1). Data collection took place over a period of nine months, during which time the participants took part in individual in-depth interviews of between one to four hours (the majority lasting between two and four hours), structured around specific areas; growing up locally, family background, experience of schooling and perceptions around post-16 opportunities.  



PLACE TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE

Participants were involved via a general request for volunteers distributed by local organisations (e.g. University, FE College, a ‘business broker’ initiative and a training provider working with local employers). None of the participants were known to the researcher prior to the research.  A purposive sampling strategy was used to  ensure that participants shared a similar working class background and had the necessary qualifications to enable them to progress to post-16 education should they have wished to do so, but had chosen different routes post-16, namely progression to university, apprenticeship schemes and employment with no formal training element.
The research took place in an urban area in the West Midlands which has seen the decline of much of its traditional industry but which at the time of the study had not been compensated by any significant increase in employment in the service sector thus resulting in high levels of socio-economic deprivation. Figures taken from the 2001 census (the most previous to the research) show that compared to national socio-economic classifications the area had fewer people in professional/managerial occupations (15.5% compared to 27.1% in England and Wales) and more in routine/semi-routine occupations (30.7% compared to 20.8%). Background information provided by the participants suggests that they were representative of working class learners both locally and more generally in that they all self-identified as working class and all gave parental occupations that aligned with this (see Table 1). All would have been categorised as first generation entrants to HE. At the time the participants in this study were at secondary school, educational attainment in the area was lower than the national average, but improving (see Table 2). Staying on rates for full-time education and participation in HE were also lower than the national average. 


PLACE TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE

This study has sought to develop a more nuanced understanding of individuals’ educational decision making; exploring the way in which this is located within the social context of the family and the school. In addition, the study was grounded within a particular geographical area with a particular socio-economic history: an area frequently described as parochial and where many people remain living in the same town they grew up in. Given this aim, a key issue was to ensure that participants shared a similar working class background which was ‘rooted’ in the local community. In addition to the sampling criteria outlined above, interviewees were selected, therefore, who were from families who had grown up and attended schools in the local area; with the exception of one participant whose mother had come to England to be married, the parents and grandparents of participants had all lived in the local area throughout their lives. Six of the nine participants had also attended the same secondary school as one of their parents before them. 
The interviews were all recorded and transcribed in full. NVivo was used initially to code transcripts in terms of themes relating to family, peers, perceptions of local community and schooling.  These were then re-read to look at issues as identified by the participants themselves in terms of ‘what’ they talked about and ‘how’ they talked about them. By working through this process themes were isolated or identified and then, by returning to the transcript, situated within the overall narrative.  Transcripts were then coded again by sociological and educational concepts (e.g. dispositions to learning) suggested by the participants’ descriptions. This process has been conducted using a self-efficacy ‘lens’ so transcripts were also coded against this initial research area. 
4. Analysis and discussion
This section of the paper focuses on participants’ dispositions and approaches towards learning. The relationship between these and participants’ friendship groups is discussed, together with other background factors which appeared to influence the nature of this relationship. Finally, the implications of this for participants’ post-16 trajectories are considered.
4.1 Dispositions to learning 

Drawing on participants’ narratives it is clear that there were marked differences in the way participants’ viewed learning – their perceptions about themselves as a learner,  the value they placed on different sorts of learning and educational achievement, and the relationship between learning and their future plans. This section focuses on the factors that mediated the development of participants’ dispositions towards learning. 

Evidence suggests that adopting a deep approach to learning supports higher quality learning outcomes (cf. Trigwell and Prosser, 1991; Prosser et al., 1996). Those participants who tended to adopt such an approach in relation to school learning were likely, therefore, to have better outcomes of that learning experience than those who tended more towards a surface approach to learning. Prosser and Trigwell (1999) argue that it is the perception of the learning experience that is the crucial factor in determining the approach to learning adopted in any given context.  The various purposes that form our personal context for learning are also important because what we define as valuable learning influences our approach to learning. For example, a more friendly relationship with tutors, perception of self as a student, seeing the learning as relevant to life, intrinsic motivation supported by liking the tutor and thinking they are a good teacher (Marton and Säljö, 1984; Fransenn, 1977) are all held to support a deep approach to learning. These factors map onto the aspects discussed below which suggests that those participants who had a positive disposition towards academic learning were more likely to have adopted a deep approach to that learning.
The HE Students all had a positive attitude towards academic learning as demonstrated by their narratives and their continuation in this type of learning post-16. 
I suppose other people ... they want to be popular something like that. Whereas mine was, I always strived for education.

(Jayne – HE
)

… I much prefer learning to practical skills, personally. I prefer the set regime of learning, all the different things you do, than going out and learning practical skills.
 (Rachel – HE)
The Apprentices, on the other hand, demonstrated a more negative disposition towards academic learning overall. 
… you had to do your GCSEs, you were just given your books, you were just given your bit of Shakespeare. And I hated that .....or write a story, they only give you so many options that you can write about. And if that isn’t something that you’re interested in you don’t do well do you? Something that you could have done outside of school you could have put into your work inside of school. But you either had to write a love story or a horror story – nothing like that happens to you does it outside of school? 

I learn more by doing things than I do looking at a book. I’m not one of these can learn from reading a book.

(Michelle – Apprentice)

The Workers were divided; Samina had a positive disposition towards academic learning, while Rebecca appeared more negative. Although in theory she valued learning, she had a negative perception of her own learning experience at school which affected her disposition towards learning. 
4.1.2 The influence of friendship groups on disposition to learning

Comments made by participants indicated that these different dispositions to learning were shared with other members of their friendship groups. Significantly, there were clear differences among them in how they described their relationship to school and schoolwork. Comments suggested that they were negotiating the meaning of what it was to be a ‘good’ student and engaging in a particular way of ‘doing’ school which was shared within different friendship groups. While all of the participants’ friendship groups had some social focus, they did fall into two main types – those with a social focus and those with a social and an academic focus. This division also largely reflected participants’ school ability set position (see Table 3). 
PLACE TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE
Alice (HE), for example, when asked about how she would describe herself as a student replied:

I would say quite hard working and I always did my homework .... I always used to work hard, tried to do well.
Asked if her friends were the same, she responded that they were and that, as a group, they ‘did their own thing’. Similarly, Rachel (HE) described her friendship group as:
We just wanted to work hard, do well and just get on with it. That was the group I was closest to because we could all relate to each other quite well
She spoke of comparing school work with friends and how they were ‘very, very competitive’ about getting good marks. 

Two of the HE Students, Ben and Jayne, described themselves as ‘misfits’. Ben appeared to belong to a number of groups focused on music, sport and academic learning.

The groups Ben did belong to, however, appeared to have had some influence on his school experience:

‘.....cos I used to have a little group of people I got on with. We used to have similar skill levels in work. We used to find if one of us couldn’t do it ..... we’d find somebody else do it ...... I worked out how to do a lot of things by my mates telling me to be honest.’
Jayne belonged to a group of students who did not fit in because they did not conform in terms of their appearance or their behaviour – in Jayne’s perception she was too focused on learning. 

KS: So why were you all ‘misfits’ then?

Well I suppose, one of them she was really bright but she would go out clubbing a lot earlier than everybody else. One of them, ‘cos at school the whole image and everything ..., I suppose she was really overweight so that was why. We… just didn’t fit the norm.
A key issue for Ben and Jayne was the strength of their commitment to music and learning respectively which appeared to have overridden all other interests. Unlike the other two HE students, they may not have placed such a strong emphasis on being part of a group with an academic focus, but their passion for music and learning meant that they still placed more emphasis on the academic than the social aspect of school. Importantly, this was acceptable within their particular friendship groups in that this allowed them to continue to behave in a way which supported their academic achievement; having a positive disposition to learning was not seen as a barrier to belonging.
It is relevant at this point to return to the question posed by Riegle-Crumb and Callahan (2009) and ask not only who is friends with whom, but also why and how participants became part of a particular friendship group? As Ball et al. (1999) argue, friendship groups tend to cluster around people with shared aspirations and perspectives and this is evident within the groups outlined above. However, the school also plays a role in shaping friendship groups. Those participants identified as bright at primary school were also more likely to be placed in the top sets in secondary school which meant that they were also more likely to form friendship groups with students similarly identified. With the exception of Jayne, all the HE Students who were identified as bright by the school were also members of a group with an academic as well as social focus. Samina (Work) was the only other participant who was in a friendship group with this dual focus. However, she only gained a place in the top set part way through secondary school. She actively strove to become part of a group with an academic focus and placed a high level of importance on belonging to such a group. Speaking of the value group members placed on doing well at school and the way in which they discussed schoolwork and how to get higher marks, Samina’s narrative demonstrated not only a shared agreement on what mattered, but also knowledge of how each other worked.  
KS: Would you say you were part of a big group of friends?
I think probably five or six of us really. But friendly with everyone else, but they were your main group of friends.
KS:  How would you describe your little group of friends?
Funny, laughing all the time. We would help each other with our work as well. ....... I think we all got on. We were all in the same set so we were together in the same group nearly all day really. Then you sit together all the time. We would stay behind for extra help ... Revision classes, when it came to exams and that. We would all stay behind and we would have a laugh then as well.........I think that was the thing that kept us together really, we all wanted good marks. That was important to all of us.

By association with a higher achieving cousin who was already a member of this group, Samina was able to draw upon her family’s social capital to enter this particular friendship group, becoming an accepted member as she became more academically proficient.

[My cousin was] more confident than me and she would make more friends and then I would have those friends through her. Once I knew them I got closer to the rest of them.

At the start she [Samina’s cousin] was higher than me. But as I gradually went on I got into her classes as well.

(Samina – Work)
The friendship groups that the Apprentices belonged to emphasised social bonding, ‘having a laugh’ and keeping out of trouble. Unlike the HE Students they had not been flagged up by the school as ‘bright’ and they did not indicate that they had ‘always’ had aspirations to progress to HE. 
 The phrase ‘keeping my head down’ was used frequently by participants and emphasised a shared sense of wanting to fit in within a complex social setting so they did not attract unwanted attention from peers or teachers. However, this term had different meanings and involved balancing different factors depending on which sort of friendship group participants belonged to. For those in a social focus group, this involved balancing being with friends and doing enough school work to avoid censure by the teachers. For those in a social and academic focus group this involved doing as much school work as possible without being perceived by students in other groups as a ‘swot’. While this also involved ‘having a  laugh’ this was closely intertwined with the academic learning experience; the latter was part of what they did which spanned their school and outside school lives. For those participants who belonged to groups without this focus, friendships were the aspect of school that were important and this bore no relationship to academic learning. The social was the ‘real’ part of school life, the part that connected to their lives outside of school. 

4.1.3 Participants’ relationship with teachers

As the comments discussed above suggest, the participants in this study appeared to be defining the activity of other friendship groups by positioning themselves as ‘in’ or ‘out’ of those particular groups. In doing so they were transmitting messages about what their own and other groups’ members are like or not like. Participants clearly associated different patterns of behaviour with the different friendship groups and this had implications in terms of their relationship with teachers and the school. 

Only the HE Students appeared to see themselves as similar to teachers in terms of their views on learning: 
‘… they got on with you, they tried be your mates and stuff. They put an effort in to get to know you instead of saying, yeah, I’m your teacher, sit down and do your work. They sort of got on your level and had a good chat with you instead of telling you get on with it.
You felt like the support was there. You hadn’t got to go home and worry about it… … keep it all in your head. .
.  I felt so settled straight away. I felt like that’s where I belonged.

(Rachel – HE)
‘I think they [teachers] get to know you. And know that you’re able, so they’re different with you. They know that you are willing to learn and stuff like that.

(Ben – HE)
The Apprentices, however, saw their teachers as very dissimilar:
I thought they were very different from me. Because they’re more academically minded whereas I don’t work that way.’
(Liam – Apprentice)
As discussed above, participants, regardless of their own ability set position, frequently referred to the relationship teachers had with ‘clever’ students:
 … I thought they only looked after certain people, the ones who found it quite easy to pick up, they looked after them. But everyone else who couldn’t pick it up or found it difficult anyway, they just left them.’

(Liam – Apprentice)

I think they always treated me fine and people like me because I used to try and work hard. I wasn’t disruptive in class. I think people who were, especially some of the lads who were quite cheeky and didn’t bother turning up. I think they treated them differently, almost as if like, they treated them worse. Because they knew that they didn’t try. So I think they perhaps gave us more time

(Alice - HE)
Although all participants described themselves as ‘good’ students the  term had different meanings for them. For the HE Students and Samina, this incorporated academic achievement. For the Apprentices and Rebecca this related to being well-behaved and doing what they were told. All the participants said that their parents emphasised behaving well at school. As well-behaved students we would expect, therefore, that they would all have positive relationships with their teachers. However, as discussed above, participants’ comments suggest that the relationship between themselves and teachers varied; top ability set participants (i.e. the HE Students and Samina) reported more positive relationships with their teachers, more frequently than those in lower ability sets (i.e. the Apprentices and Rebecca).
4.1.4 Key factors influencing the development of dispositions to learning
The following three factors played a mediating role in the development of participants’ dispositions to learning:
Sense that they were academically able: All the HE Students had defined themselves as academically able from an early age and saw their position in a top set as confirmation of their ability. The Apprentices did not see themselves as being good at the learning that took place in school. Of the Workers, Samina defined herself as academically able while at secondary school, though her failure to pass the entrance exam to a local independent school is likely to have affected her perception of her academic ability. Like the Apprentices, Rebecca did not express the self-perception that she was academically able. However, she also felt that it was not necessary to be particularly clever to achieve academically: 
KS: What do you think you need to be good at to do well at school?

I think you need a lot of confidence to get involved in everything. I wouldn’t necessarily say you’ve got to be the smartest person ever, you’ve just got to listen and take part in things. Make sure you write a lot of stuff down and remember everything.

Rebecca’s comment does not imply any intention to understand and fails to suggest any sense of a deep approach to this learning.
Perceptions of ‘real’ learning: The Apprentices regarded very little of the learning that took place in school as ‘real’ (see, for example, the quote from Michelle above); they did not enjoy it and it had little meaning for them or their friends because it bore little relationship to their lives or their imagined futures. This appeared to be founded on a number of inter-relating factors: they had no self-perception that they were ‘bright’ or good at this type of learning and their school experience had confirmed this perception. As a result they did not see this learning as relevant to their future plans as it would not enable them to realise those plans.  

In contrast the HE Students enjoyed this learning: it was an activity they shared with their friends and achieving high marks was something they valued both within their friendship group and individually. This also confirmed their position in the top sets, which was something they valued. Learning was part of how they defined themselves and continuing to achieve was seen as an integral part of their future plans and a way of achieving them. Significantly, this learning was considered useful in terms of their future – it would help them to get the good job they wanted. The views of the Workers were less clear. While Samina appeared to value this type of learning there was less sense that it had real meaning for her. Instead, value appeared to be based on doing well at what was expected of her by her family, rather than the learning itself. It was a route to a better job, which again was the one advocated by her family.  Both Rebecca and Samina appeared to emphasise the rewards of doing well in this type of learning in terms of praise from teachers rather than any intrinsic value. 

Putting effort into everything. They [teachers] really liked it when you did that. You’d got a lot of praise for that. You got kind of friends with them .... You enjoyed being in the lessons because of that. You knew you’d got to work hard to please them and when you’d done it they’d give you praise and they were really happy with you.
(Rebecca – Work)
Value attached to qualifications: For the Apprentices work-based qualifications were the ones that were perceived as most useful and had most currency in the labour market. This was based upon the following perceptions: the learning involved was more meaningful and would enable them to progress; such qualifications would get them the type of jobs they wanted; possession of this type of qualification said something about them in terms of their personality – they were not ‘scroungers’, they had common sense and they were mature.
I never wanted to go to college and do a full-time course. I wanted to go to work. And if I didn’t get my GCSEs I would have had to have gone to college. And I didn’t want that. I wanted to be a bit independent. Meet new people. I know I would have met new people at college but if you’re at work........ I had to grow up and didn’t want to meet people who were a bit immature for me. People say I’m old headed, but I had to be.’
 (Michelle – Apprentice)

The HE Students felt that academic qualifications would enable them to progress to better jobs in the future. While less explicitly negative in their views on non-academic qualifications, they did appear to connect these with lower ability. This perception appeared to stem in part from the school; participants’ narratives suggested that students in the top sets were expected to continue in full-time academic learning while those in lower sets were not expected to do so. This would also appear to be supported by previous research that suggests teachers’ expectation of students differ by set (Ireson et al., 2005). 
Of the Workers, Rebecca shared her parents’ perception that qualifications, either academic or vocational, were preferable.  Samina seemed to value academic qualifications over work-based qualifications. For both the HE Students and Samina, academic qualifications were associated with their position as ‘bright’ students and the pathway they were expected to take by both the school and their family. 

The influence of participants’ families was evident in relation to the value attached to qualifications. While all the participants’ families shared the school’s values and aims in terms of appropriate general behaviour, only the HE Students and the Workers families shared the same values and aims in terms of academic achievement and progression. Rachel’s comment below typifies these participants’ narratives on this issue:

KS: What kind of things did your mum encourage you to be good at, what sort of things did she encourage you to do?

Mainly education, she always encouraged us to read from really early. You know before we got school she always did a lot of work with us reading and spelling, that kind of thing.

KS: Why do you think she was so keen on encouraging you to do things like that?

I think it is because… she wanted us to have the best possible start in life and that was her way of doing it.
(Rachel – HE)
With the exception of Jayne (HE) and Rebecca (Work), the friendship groups these participants belonged to within school also shared the school’s academic aims. Jayne belonged to a friendship group who shared a sense that they were not the ‘norm’, for example, because of their maturity or their higher than average weight. Jayne’s comments suggested that belonging to this group meant that behaviour or appearance, regarded as outside the ‘norm’ by other groups, was acceptable within their own friendship group. Jayne’s membership of this group was based on her strong academic focus – she saw herself as a ‘swot’. Being a member of the ‘misfits’ meant she was able to maintain this focus and still be part of her friendship group; it did not act as a barrier, therefore, to educational achievement. Rebecca experienced a lot of problems settling into secondary school and spoke of feeling frightened and isolated during this period which continued until the end of Year 8. Although Rebecca’s comments suggest that her parents emphasised educational achievement, as a result of the problems she was experiencing her social integration appeared to have been their first priority.   Rebecca spoke of how her parents had encouraged her to take part in school drama sessions as a way of making friends and developing a sense of belonging. She went on to discuss the impact of this on her attitude towards school:
[I developed] more confidence and getting more involved in the plays and things like that I got to know more people through that. Speaking and just in lessons …… everything. I made a lot more friends after school..........I came out of myself and started trying a bit more. 
4.2. Approaches to learning
The factors outlined above are ones that were identified both in participants’ narratives and in the literature as being important in developing individual perceptions around the learning that took place in school. This study set out to explore the role of self-efficacy in relation to decision-making. The issue of disposition towards learning and within this, approaches to learning, emerged from the data and hence was not covered as a separate topic in the interviews. Individual data on the approach adopted by participants in various contexts is therefore not uniformly available. Comments from some participants did, however, clearly indicate different approaches, so although it is not possible to state categorically whether all participants engaged in deep or surface learning, there was evidence in the narratives that the Apprentices regarded the learning they were undertaking as part of the apprenticeship scheme in a way that indicated a deep approach in that context. In contrast, they talked about the learning they engaged in at school in a way that suggested a more surface approach to much of this learning, for example by reference to confusion over what they were supposed to be doing and feeling they had no clear goals. 
I know I didn’t like maths at school but at college it’s more in-depth and more challenging [and] I’m enjoying it.

KS: So when it was at school did you find maths challenging?

No, not really. I thought every year was the same, just repeating itself and it was boring.

KS: Is the maths that you do now more linked to what you do as a job?

Yeah. It’s more relevant.’

(Liam - Apprentice)

The impression arising from their narratives is that of a lack of engagement with the focus of school work. Martin and Säljö (1984) contend that a deep approach to learning is signified by the intention to understand. The Apprentices appeared to have had the intention to ‘keep their heads down’ and to endure school rather than to understand. In contrast, comments from the HE Students suggest a deep approach was used in relation to some school learning. As ‘bright’ students with the aim of progressing into higher education, they were engaged with their school work and began with the intention to understand. All the female HE Students monitored their self-effectiveness and developed well-organised study habits, factors that are associated with a deep approach to learning (Entwistle et al., 2000) and demonstrated the intention to achieve the highest grades possible (in contrast to the Apprentices who focused on doing ‘enough’). 
That I could keep improving myself. Keep on taking all this knowledge in and keep working my way up to another level. Keep improving myself and keep all my good marks up. Still keep in the top sets.

KS: So it’s really important to you to keep in the top set?

Yeah.

KS: Would you have been gutted if you’d have dropped marks?

Yeah I think I would, yeah. If I’d have come out of the end of it with really bad GCSEs it would have been a disaster.
(Rachel – HE)
 While Samina aligned more closely with the HE Students, it is difficult to support this with evidence from her narrative of a deep approach to learning. She clearly valued academic learning and her comments suggest that her relationship with teachers was positive. Her family placed a strong emphasis on educational achievement and this was reflected in her own focus on maintaining high grades and retaining her top set position. It may be that the combination of these factors encouraged her to focus on the outcomes of learning in terms of maintaining her status as an achiever rather than attempting to make the learning itself more meaningful. Like Rebecca, Samina also tended to emphasise the outcomes of learning in terms of praise from teachers rather than the learning itself.  Rebecca also talked of learning in terms of ensuring she wrote ‘a lot of stuff’ down and remembered everything. Comments made by both girls suggest, therefore, that they may not have been adopting a deep approach to learning.
This section has identified differences between participants’ friendship groups and approaches to learning which appear related to variation in the post-16 trajectories of the participants. The findings of this study indicate that the HE Students and Samina (Work) belonged to friendship groups with an academic and social focus while at school. These participants also reported a more positive disposition towards learning than either the Apprentices or Rebecca (Work). Unlike, Samina, the HE Students’ narratives also showed evidence of a deep approach to learning. Participants’ experience of setting in schools and their parents appear to have been key factors in determining which type of friendship group they belonged to and also their disposition to learning.  
4.3 Approaches to learning, self-efficacy and participants’ educational decision making
This sub-section discusses the impact on participants’ educational decision making of the relationship between the factors considered above; the type of friendship group participants belonged to, the approach to learning they adopted while at school, and self-efficacy. The end of compulsory schooling presents students with a number of choices about their future. In each they are making a judgement of some sort – should they remain in academic learning or not? The participants in this study had chosen either to remain in full-time academic learning, to continue learning but in a work-based context, or to leave formal learning completely and enter the world of work. For most of the participants who were attending 11-16 schools, this also involved making a decision about moving to a different environment. Framed within an academic learning context, this meant making a judgment about their ability to be successful in this type of learning and a judgement about their ability to make a successful transition to a new learning environment. Their choices then are likely to have been based on perceptions of self-efficacy in their academic ability and in their ability to integrate socially and academically in a new academic environment. 

As discussed above (section 4.1.2) participants belonged to different sorts of friendship groups; those with a social focus or those with a social and academic focus, with behaviour associated with the latter being more likely to support academic success. The different outcome of belonging to these groups was clear in Rachel’s (HE) account of how she had failed an exam when she moved to a Sixth Form College. Rachel had become part of a new group of friends through her involvement in studying Biology at the college. Her comments suggest that, unlike her previous friendship group, this group’s focus was on the social rather than the academic and achieving good grades. The key issue here is that for Rachel this failure to achieve did matter because she prioritised high academic achievement. 

At sixth form I decided to do biology as an A-level. And we did, the group I was with, we did have a laugh and that and maybe didn’t take it as seriously as we should have done and I wished I’d have put more work in there. And I did end up failing it and come out with a U at AS level and I was really, really gutted. I was so upset because I really wanted to do well with this one.
(Rachel – HE)
The HE Students already had a shared sense of their intended trajectory, namely university, when they entered secondary school; a link which may be significant in terms of their willingness to engage with their studies (McCune, 2007).  Being part of a friendship group with an academic focus supports the development of a self-perception which includes being ‘a learner’. Not only is this part of a sense of self but it gives out a message to other students and to teachers that this person is academically able and interested in learning. As demonstrated above, students who belonged to a friendship group with this academic focus were regarded by all participants as having a better relationship with teachers, which in turn creates a more positive perception of learning experiences.  

A key aspect here is the desire to belong and this is particularly evident in the Workers’ narratives. Samina consistently worked hard to improve her marks in order to become more fully integrated in to the group of high achievers at her school, prompted in part by her family’s strong emphasis on educational achievement. 
Well at the beginning I started in F, which was like the third group. But when I progressed, got higher and ... the last two years I was in the top sets for everything. I was quite proud of that.
(Samina – Worker)
Rebecca tried equally hard to become part of a group with a social focus, which reflected the priority accorded to social integration by her family and school. 
‘In year 7 and 8 I didn’t dare do anything. I didn’t dare to speak to the teachers, but my parents I think I’ve got to thank for that. They pushed me to doing plays and to speaking up in class because the teacher used to write, Rebecca is very quiet, keeps herself to herself. So mum and dad used to have words with me .......  if you’ve got an opinion put your hand up and say it. So my parents pushed me into being more confident. That’s why the school plays, to give me more confidence to go out after jobs and things like that.

[I was} getting more involved in the plays and things like that I got to know more people through that. Speaking and just in lessons …… everything; PE, staying after school. I made a lot more friends after school and things like that.
(Rebecca – Worker)
This implies some sense of the way in which groups may actively include or exclude others, either directly or indirectly. Groups with an academic focus may only be accessible to those participants who are seen as being high achievers. Samina appeared, however, to negotiate entry via a family member. The practice of this particular group helped her to then raise her own grades. Participants who placed less value on academic learning had no desire to belong to such a group. But which comes first? The desire to belong or the sense that they did not have the necessary entry requirements to belong – they were not ‘bright’? If it is the latter, then those participants who were not identified as such early on in their school experience may have been excluded from friendship groups with an academic focus. This in turn may have affected their self-perception around what type of learner they were, the meaning they attached to learning and their approach to this learning. 

The relationship between their friendship groups and the approach to learning of the HE Students supported academic achievement. They had the self-perception that they were ‘able’ and the goal of entering HE, both of which were reinforced by the school. Learning as an activity was valued and achieving and maintaining a high level of achievement was important to the girls in particular. As such they could imagine themselves as part of the academic world more easily and as a result were more likely to engage in activities valued within that context i.e. school learning. 
KS: Why did you want to stay on at the school (sixth form) instead of going to (name of the Sixth Form College in the area)?

I think it was just ‘cos I knew I had my little circle of friends. I knew everyone who was staying on. We all got on really well ... we all sort of supported each other and you’d got that support network of friends.

I think once I’d got up there...... once I knew everyone who was going to go to  (name of school sixth form) would be going up to the (shared) sixth form, that was good because you’d got that little support network there still. 

.... I think it’s always easier to have that group that you’ve already got there rather than go out and have to make new friends in different groups. 

(Rachel -  HE)

Previous research (cf Bobbitt-Nolen et al., 2005) supports the suggestion that as confident and engaged students their self-efficacy within this context was likely to be high. 
Self-efficacy is also developed through the appraisal of our capabilities in relation to the attainment of others; weighing our own performance against the norm for the group. If they succeed and we see ourselves as the same as them, then we feel that we can succeed too. Those who are the most competent are thought to provide models of efficacious styles of thinking and behaving and provide the most informative point of reference (Bandura, 1997), which suggests that the friendship groups to which the HE Students belonged may have supported the development of self-efficacy in their academic ability. Placed in the top ability sets and  labelled as ‘bright’ and academically able, it appeared to the participants that teachers had high expectations of them, factors Bandura (1997) identifies as contributing to the development of self-efficacy. It may be that this labelling process also acted as a trigger for parental support which then became focused on encouragement towards progression to HE. Progression may then have been perceived as less risky to their child’s well-being because, as someone who has been identified by the school as bright, they had a higher chance of success. While all the participants’ families emphasised the importance of qualifications and further learning, they demonstrated different orientations to learning in that only the HE students’ and the Workers’ families emphasised academic learning. However, this does not fully explain the nature of the post-16 pathway chosen by their children. For example, Liam and Michelle (Apprentices) both had older siblings who had attended university, while Alice (HE) had an older brother at university and a younger brother who was an apprentice. Participants’ narratives suggested that parents’ responses to their children were shaped by their perceptions about their children..
I think they [parents] perhaps encouraged us on something like English and maths. Like the basics. But it’s different because we’ve all been good at different things. Like my brother is very good at art, whereas I’m better at maths and English. And my younger brother’s obviously doing plumbing. So it depends really 

(Alice – HE)

 It is plausible then that the perception that a child was academically able may have shaped parental aspirations for that particular child. 
It is widely acknowledged that the messages children receive from parents are extremely powerful and influential, but children also attach a high level of importance to what teachers say and do in terms of their educational achievement (Dunne and Gazeley, 2008). In relation to social persuasion, therefore, messages from both are likely to be particularly significant. These messages were also picked up and reinforced by other students in the class. 

Endorsement from teachers was also evident in the way many participants talked of being trusted to behave while the teacher focused on other students who misbehaved. While this endorsement is important in the development of self-efficacy, the self-perception of the participants in terms of learning suggests that impact may be differentiated. The HE Students perceived this in terms of an endorsement of their high ability as well as their good behaviour. The Apprentices, however, felt that teachers concentrated on bright students and left them to get on with things. In both instances they are inferring from their own set position and teachers’ behaviour a message about their ability – they are clever, or they are not – which impacts upon their self-efficacy in relation to their ability to achieve in an academic learning context. This particular combination of factors meant that the HE Students’ experience of schooling was one which supported the development of self-efficacy in their academic ability and in their ability to integrate socially in the new learning environment of college and university. 
In contrast, the combination of factors which shaped the Apprentices’ experience appeared to be less supportive of the development of similarly high levels of self-efficacy. The Apprentices were not identified as bright by the school and, with the exception of Lauren, were placed in lower sets in secondary school. Lauren, however, did not know why she was placed in a top ability set for Science and did not express any perception that this was because she was ‘bright’. The Apprentices were not interested in progressing further in academic learning and had an understanding of themselves as practical rather than academic learners. In terms of social persuasion, the messages they received from teachers and school were less about being ‘able’ and what was expected of them in terms of future pathways was consistent with this. The Apprentices’ parents may not, therefore, have received any message from the school that their children were likely to progress to HE. In such a context, encouraging them to aim for such a goal may have been perceived as unrealistic and undesirable because of the risk of failure.

The Apprentices self-perceptions about their ‘practical’ learning ability were high as was the value they placed on this type of learning in terms of employment opportunities locally. Self-efficacy in their ability to integrate into a work-based learning environment was also likely to be high, not only because they felt they would fit in better there, but because they were already more familiar with that environment through existing social networks. Michelle, for example, had a severely handicapped brother, Richard, who was born while she was in secondary school. The family was very closely knit and Michelle contributed to the care of her brother. Although both her older sisters had attended university, she did not want to follow the same pathway and explained her decision to apply for an Early Years Care Apprenticeship in the following way:
 And then mum had Richard, [and then these] things happened to Richard and I think, well if I can give something back.

              KS: You didn’t really consider anything else?

No not really there wasn’t really anything else I was any good at. I was never into hair and beauty, anything like that. ..... so I thought, go for something I think I’m a bit good at. 

My biggest challenge has been Richard hasn’t it? I had to do basic survival course before he could come home. We had to have 2 qualified people in the house before he could come home. Me, mum and dad all did it.....We had a choice whether we did it or not. But I said I would prefer to do it then I know I can look after him properly ...... One of the doctors, on the ICU he’s told me he’ll give me a reference any day.

(Michelle – Apprentice)

The Workers shared areas of similarity and difference with both the aforementioned groups. Although in some respects Samina’s narrative suggested that she might have had high self-efficacy in her ability to continue in further learning, there were a number of areas where her narrative differed to those of the HE Students and these suggest that her self-efficacy may either have been lower or more fragile. Samina’s sense of herself as academically able developed later than the HE Students and may have been less secure because of her failure to gain entry to an independent school. 
Although she had achieved in the secondary school, she had only done so after becoming part of a friendship group who were already perceived as achievers. This may have had implications for her self-efficacy in her academic ability, which may have been more susceptible to damage and hinged on being a member of an appropriate group of friends i.e. ones who keen to progress academically. Her comments about her entry to and then withdrawal from sixth form college, and her subsequent involvement in work-based learning strongly support this claim.
Well you’re just interested in what your friends want to do. And at that time they were all planning on going on to college. 

KS: So you were all going to do a similar thing? Did that influence your decision?

Yeah. I wanted to stay with them.’

‘It was like all my friends were going on to college. I didn’t even think about a job or anything like that...... I didn’t want to do something on my own’.

I went [to college] for about 2 weeks or so. After I finished school, during the holidays, we went to Pakistan. And I came back from there. I think I’d already missed two weeks then at the beginning of college. So everyone seemed all settled in already. It was a bit daunting......... they were all boys in that class as well. There was only one more girl (laughs) and she was pretty settled in as well.
(Samina – Worker)
At the time of her interview Samina was studying for a National Vocational Qualification in Administration alongside her colleagues and while she did not discount engagement in further learning she said she would only do so as part of this same group. 

The problems Rebecca experienced when she started secondary school clearly affected her perception of her learning experience which were coloured by her unease and anxiety. Because of the extent of the problems she experienced, both the school and Rebecca’s parents appeared to have encouraged her to take part in activities such as drama as a way of helping her to make friends. Although eventually belonging to a specific friendship group, when talking about her friends Rebecca frequently referred to the way in which her group was able to mix with other groups and she clearly saw this as a key feature of the group. She talked at length of the different groups, the ‘brainy ones’, ‘the posh ones’ and her own group which was the ‘in between’, who were ‘just average... did a bit of everything’ but ‘were alright doing that’. This emphasis on the social arose from the way in which her initial problems were perceived as being related to her failure to become socially integrated. While Rebecca felt that she had underachieved at school she did not have a strong sense that she was academically able. Since she felt that achievement was dependent upon performing specific tasks rather than being clever, her self-efficacy in her academic ability may not have been low. She knew, however, that her ability to do well academically had been affected by the problems she had experienced following her transition to secondary school. Feeling that she belonged to a group of friends was also a key factor in Rebecca’s decision-making and, like Samina, her notions around academic ability were linked to social integration and Rebecca’s self-efficacy in her ability to make the transition to any new environment successfully was low.

I was thinking I came into (name of her secondary school) with just a couple of friends and going there (FE college) where I won’t know anyone. I’ll be stuck there for 5 days not knowing anybody. I was shy and I thought I’m going to end up how I was at (school) not being very good at it and probably failing and I didn’t want to risk it. I didn’t want to do that. It took me so long to get my confidence and I didn’t want to lose that......
5. Conclusion 
As Gorard et al., (2006) argue, much of the research on why young people do not participate in higher education has been carried out on those who are participating. Similarly, much of research has focused on identifying barriers to participation which implies that these can simply be removed in order to lead to participation. This study has involved both those who have entered HE and those who have chosen not to. It has tried to move away from looking at the barriers to participation, and concentrate upon the way in which dispositions towards learning develop and how this influences engagement and achievement. It has sought to try and answer the question of what it is in these participants’ life experience that has led to them taking different post-16 trajectories. The findings from this study suggest that the level of educational engagement and the decisions participants made about their post-16 pathways were influenced by the relationship between their friendship groups, disposition towards learning and self-efficacy. It also points to the complexity of this relationship in terms of the way in which this was influenced by particular life experiences. 
This study has identified several factors that influence the nature of this relationship.  Firstly, although the majority of participants’ parents upheld certain standards of appropriate general behaviour in school only the parents of the HE Students and the Workers were reported as explicitly linking post-16 educational achievement with their aspirations for their children. Moreover, comments made by participants suggest that this may be prompted by parents’ perceptions around their children’s ability, in part based on messages parents received from their child’s school. Secondly, participants’ perceptions of their own academic ability appeared to have already been established prior to the transition to secondary school. The HE Students, for example, already had the perception that they were ‘bright’ and this was reinforced by their position within the top ability sets in secondary school. Furthermore, they placed a high degree of significance on their own position and internalised this in terms of notions of their own (and others’) academic ability. In terms of future progression, teacher expectations of pupils appeared to differ by ability set, in that top set pupils were expected to remain in academic learning beyond 16. This perception was echoed in participants’ narratives about their own future trajectories.  

This study has focused on generating in-depth data from a small number of participants. It has adopted a multi-disciplinary approach to develop a different conceptual lens with which to explore the issues involved and facilitate a more nuanced understanding. While the study has focused on the way in which self-efficacy developed among the participants and how this affected their decision-making, findings also point to the role of friendship groups within this process. Some aspects of the way in which these groups appear to have acted resonates with the literature on communities of practice, a concept developed by Lave and Wenger (1991). They argue  that communities of practice are in existence everywhere and we are involved in them in some shape or form whether at school, work, home or at leisure.  Some are formal, for example within an organisation, others less so as in a group coming together to take part in a specific activity and brought together by what they have learned through participating. An important difference here is that the group come together to share practice rather than through a shared interest or geographical space. In this sense ‘practice’ refers to ways of doing things that are shared among the group. In the context of this study ‘practice’ could be seen in terms of how participants approached school work. As discussed above, participants in this study were negotiating the meaning of what it is to be a ‘good’ student. For some students this meant being well-behaved, while for others this also included notions about academic achievement. 
Wenger (1998) defines communities of practice as having three separate attributes: mutual engagement, joint enterprise and a shared repertoire. As demonstrated above, participants’ narratives do describe behaviour which resonates with these definitions suggesting that friendship groups may have acted as communities of practice. Both Samina (Worker) and Rachel (HE), for example, demonstrated joint enterprise and mutual engagement in relation to what mattered to them when they talked of the way in which their friendship groups compared school work and valued good marks. Ben’s (HE) account of knowing who he needed to talk to within the group who was more knowledgeable suggests mutual engagement within his particular friendship group. Participants also demonstrated a shared repertoire in that they all used the same terms  for students, ‘swot’, ‘cool’, ‘nerdy’, for example. However, along with the other members of their particular friendship group they positioned themselves in relation to these other groups. 
Further investigation of the nature of friendship groups, and the extent to which they may or may not act as communities of practice could offer new insights into the educational experience of young people. This may present opportunities to influence dispositions and approaches to learning in order to support young people from more disadvantaged backgrounds to get the most from their learning experience. Such research could have particular significance in relation to the raising of the school participation age and the  success of the 14-19 continuum aimed at changing notions around young people being fixed into future pathways and reducing the salience of 16 as a turning point. This study suggests that the beginnings of this process may be located far earlier in the life course and that the decisions young people make at 16 may be more of an outward expression of this process; a formality rather than a ‘turning point’. Although the participants in this study achieved at least the minimum qualifications to enable them to progress to further study and thereby meet HE entry requirements, only those pupils identified as ‘bright’ by the school appeared to have been considered HE material – by the school, other pupils, their parents and the participants themselves. Vocational routes such as apprenticeships appear to have been perceived and presented as inappropriate for ‘bright’ students. This may effectively polarise young people at a relatively early age and have a negative effect on the effort they subsequently put into academic learning and ultimately the level of qualification they achieve. 
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Table 1: Participants in the individual interviews
	Participant
	Position at time of interview
	Parental occupation

	
	
	Mother
	Father

	Rachel (HE)
	Seeking employment having graduated from the local post-1992 university.
	Ex-lithographer in the pottery industry 
	Miner

	Alice (HE)
	Undergraduate at the local post-1992 university.
	Housewife (ex-office worker)
	Warehouse – manual (ex-pottery worker)

	Jayne (HE)
	Post-graduate study at the local post-1992 university
	Office worker 
	Self-employed – roofer 

	Ben (HE)
	Undergraduate at the local post-1992 university
	Tailoress
	Retired mechanic

	Michelle (Apprentice)
	Employed in the nursery of a further education college – recently completed an apprenticeship in Early Years Care
	Full-time carer 
	Shop worker

	Liam (Apprentice)
	Employed in and engineering firm – currently on an apprenticeship 
	Left the family home when Liam was 6
	Coded welder

	Lauren (Apprentice)
	Employed as a sales co-ordinator – completed an apprenticeship in Business and Administration
	School crossing patrol/cleaner
	IT Technician for the local council

	Samina (Work)
	Employed in an administrative role in a ceramic retail warehouse
	Housewife
	Shop worker in his parent’s shop

	Rebecca (Work)
	Employed in an administrative role in a communications retail warehouse
	Senior carer - Care home 
	Plasterer


With the exception of Samina, all the participants were White. Samina’s family were of Pakistani origin: her father had always lived in the local area and her mother had moved to England from Pakistan at the time of her marriage.
Table 2: Background information on schools attended by participants for the approximate years the participants would have been finishing compulsory education/entering HE.
	Participant
	% pupils A*-C grade GCSE
	% of school leavers who continued in full-time learning at 16
	% of school leavers who entered work-based learning at 16
	% of 2001 Y11 cohort who entered HE in 2003
	% of 2002 Y11 cohort who entered HE in 2004

	
	2001
	2002
	1999
	2002
	1999
	2002
	
	

	HE Students
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Rachel
	53
	54
	69.1
	65.6
	20.9
	28.7
	16
	20

	Alice
	49
	58
	69.8
	78.1
	16.6
	13.4
	24
	27

	Jayne
	50
	65
	75.8
	81.7
	11.4
	 9.8
	22
	29

	Ben
	28
	20
	62.7
	44.3
	13.4
	22.1
	11
	10

	Apprentices
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Liam
	57
	52
	71.3
	67.7
	15.6
	12.9
	24
	21

	Michelle
	26
	30
	60.3
	54.5
	13.1
	19.7
	 3
	10

	Lauren
	43
	37
	52.7
	41.9
	10.7
	33.8
	 8
	 8

	Workers
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Rebecca
	49
	47
	48.6
	60.2
	25.2
	28.6
	 6
	10

	Samina
	16
	25
	66.7
	65.9
	10.6
	12.9
	 2
	 9

	Local area average
	35
	38.6
	
	
	
	
	
	

	England average
	50
	51.6
	
	
	
	
	
	


 Table 3: Participants, ability set position and friendship group focus
	
	Ability Set  position in secondary school
	Friendship group focus

	
	
	Social
	Academic and Social
	‘Misfits’

	HE Students
	Top
	
	Rachel, Alice
	Ben, Jayne  

	Apprentices
	Lower  - Michelle, Liam, Lauren (top for science only)
	All
	
	

	Workers
	Lower – Rebecca

Top – Samina (transferred from lower)
	Rebecca 
	Samina
	


� Correspondence address: k.b.slack@staffs.ac.uk


� The names of all participants have been changed to preserve anonymity.
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