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‘Possible Selves’ in practice: how students at Further Education

Colleges in England conceptualise university

Steven Jones, Rita Horddsy, Jenna Mittelmeier, Aunam Quyoum, Tamsin McCaldin

Abstract

This paper reports on a project in the North of England that looks at the college-to-
university decision making processes of non-traditional students through the conceptual
lens of ‘Possible Selves’, as initially developed by Markus and Nurius (1986) and
applied to higher education by Harrison (2018), Henderson (2019) and others. Our data
involves in-depth interviews with young people, and with the college staff responsible
for advising and guiding them, at Further Education Colleges from which the rate of
transition to university is lower than the national average. Our findings show that
young people talk about their ‘like-to-be’ and ‘like-to-avoid’ futures in complex and
self-regulated ways, often moderating how they articulate aspiration to align with
external discourses, such as those projected by college staff. Students also demonstrate
a keen awareness of structural limits, effectively constructing future selves which,
though ‘elaborated’, reflect counter-reading of dominant narratives around financial
self-improvement as achieved via the ‘full’ university experience. The ‘Possible
Selves’ approach is therefore found to be enabling as a mediating artefact for
researchers, and valuable for identifying policy-relevant points of tension between

students and their college staff.

Introduction

The ‘Possible Selves’ model has its roots in psychology (Markus and Nurius 1986) and offers
a way to explore how individual futures are imagined through reported ‘like-to-be’ and ‘like-
to-avoid’ versions of the self. Markus and Nurius (1986) characterise the former as ideal
(imagined) selves and the latter as the selves that we most fear becoming. Though the model

has been applied in diverse contexts (see Henderson, Bathmaker and Stevenson 2019, 1),



including the possible selves of adult women with eating disorders (Erikson, Hansson and
Lundblad 2012), its potential to offer a theoretical underpinning for university access
(Harrison 2018) has attracted most recent attention. This is partly because the model allows
researchers and practitioners to move on from discredited discourses of raised aspirations
(Harrison and Waller 2018; Henderson 2019), and allows the voice of young people to

emerge more clearly.

The conceptual potential of the ‘Possible Selves’ is discussed extensively in the
literature (see Henderson, Bathmaker and Stevenson 2019), with the model presented as a
window into the thinking of students as they negotiate complex educational choices. By more
fully understanding the psychological and emotional ways in which young people process the
information presented to them and the options available, structural critiques of wider society
can be developed. The model also has potential to influence policy, given its insights into
how young people conceptualise and navigate post-18 educational and vocational routes.
However, attempts to put the model into practice have so far been less common, and the
model has remained largely at the theoretical level. We address this gap in the literature
through questions about the extent to which ‘Possible Selves’ can act as both a data collection
artefact and as an analytic lens through which local education contexts can be assessed and
interpreted. We also consider how ‘Possible Selves’ can illuminate the policy issue in new
and important ways. In particular, we evaluate students’ engagement with — and sometimes
disruption of — dominant discourses around ‘choice’. We focus closely on the tensions that
arise when ‘like-to-be’ selves are projected on to young people that do not correspond with

their own imagined futures.

Our data involve the views and dispositions of young people attending Further
Education Colleges (FECs) in one city in the North of England. Progress to university from

our chosen FECs is persistently beneath target, and anecdotal evidence suggests that



transitional difficulties arise because the predominantly working-class students perceive
themselves to ‘stand out’ rather than ‘fit in’ — to borrow Reay, Crozier, and Clayton’s (2010)
terms — within more elite education contexts. The originality of our research lies both in the
questions being addressed (why young people on some routes remain more likely to self-
exclude from higher education) and the heuristic through which those questions are critically
answered (which ‘selves’ emerge during key decision-making moments). The study is
contextually novel because it is the first that specifically uses the ‘Possible Selves’ to

examine the college-to-university transitions of FEC students.

Research Context

In England, progression from different types of secondary educational institutions to
university has been the focus of research for several decades. Ball et al. (1999) outlined the
daunting market of post-16 educational provision and explored how young people attempt to
navigate it, while Archer and Hutchings (2000) focused at the underlying reasons for self-
exclusion in such an environment. At the local level, Beaumont, Moscrop, and Canning
(2014) reported misalignment between the guidance given to students by colleges and the
expectations of their universities, a ‘gap’ subsequently explored by Jones (2017). Though
researchers such as Lehmann (2009) moved beyond deficit models to celebrate the learning
strategies that working-class students mobilise, cultural fears about assimilation within more
elite educational environments remain live for many students (Bathmaker, Ingram and Waller
2013). Working-class students in particular are said to face “considerable identity work”

(Reay, Crozier, and Clayton 2010, 120) as they attempt to fit in at English universities.

In a rapidly changing context of post-16 educational provision in England (McCaig
2016), information, advice and guidance (IAG) become crucial to support learners. In 2010,
independent career guidance became a statutory requirement for all young people in England.

However, research suggests that the move to provide this within schools, rather than at the



wider (Local Authority) level, has impacted negatively on the provision of expert careers
education (Acquah et al. 2017). Moote and Archer (2018) raise specific equity issues based
on differing school resources, and warn of a potential bias deriving from guidance with a
narrow focus on subject and institutional choice. Questions continue to be raised about
whether tertiary qualifications are necessary for all (Atkins 2017). Further, subject and
qualification choices have been shown to facilitate, or limit, access to universities in general
(Baker 2019), and to more elite institutions in particular (Boliver 2013), with Abrahams
(2018) pointing to the inequalities in subject options available at different types of
universities. Institutional and discipline choice, as well as attainment at secondary level,
remain highly stratified based on socio-economic characteristics (Crawford et al. 2017).
National trends in participation (Universities and Colleges Admissions Service 2020) confirm
that FEC learners in England are less likely than other learners to envision university as part

of their future.

Theoretical Framework

‘Possible Selves’ are characterised by Markus and Nurius (1986) as a bridge between the
present and the future. In this regard, students’ imaginable futures are influenced by both
attractiveness (i.e. what they want for their lives) and realism (i.e. perceived limitations
within their immediate sociocultural surroundings). Across the realm of prospective futures,
students envisage desirable possibilities (‘like-to-be’ selves) and undesirable possibilities
(‘like-to-avoid’ selves), as Harrison (2018) describes. Oyserman et al. (2004) show that
improved academic outcomes follow when ‘self-regulation’ takes place. In other words,
where young people are able to articulate their like-to-be selves, they become more likely to
mobilise appropriate strategies for realising their vision. Within this framework, it becomes
necessary to recognise students’ multiple perspectives, the means by which they are acquired,

and the role that university plays in leveraging access to these futures (Henderson 2019).



Particularly relevant here is the notion of ‘elaboration’, as mentioned by Markus and
Nurius (1986) and developed by Oyserman et al. (2004). The meaning of ‘elaboration’ goes
beyond its use in everyday discourse, capturing not only the way in which individuals talk
about their future, but the clarity of that vision and, importantly, the clarity of the steps
needed to realise it. Elaboration incorporates the processes by which an individual strategises
their future in order to become or avoid a possible self. According to Harrison and Waller
(2018), it reflects the extent to which possible selves are fully-formed. The more
sophisticated and detailed the ‘roadmap’ (Oyserman et al. 2004), the more vivid the possible
self becomes, and the more confident the young person is about broader strategy as well as
the intermediate steps that need to be taken. Clear elaboration increases the likelihood of

realisation (Cross and Markus 1991).

However, the ‘Possible Selves’ model is not without complications and drawbacks.
Erikson (2007) pressed for a clearer definition, drawing attention to a number of common
misinterpretations, and Henderson (2019) warns that the model’s emphasis on the individual,
rather than on her environment, risks undermining more structural analysis of systematic
inequalities. We are therefore careful to guard against the theoretical framework returning us
to approaches that bring ambiguity to an already imprecise field, or unwittingly reproduce

stereotypes that impose deficits on to the student.

Methodology

The project team were commissioned to investigate the progression of FEC students to
university by a network which works with schools, colleges and universities to help young
people access university as part of the UK’s National Collaborative Outreach Programme.
We were asked to probe learner attitudes and intentions towards higher education, to

understand more about the provision of IAG, and to review structural and logistical barriers.



Once ethical approval for all data collection was successfully sought from the host
institution, we conducted fourteen face-to-face, semi-structured interviews with FEC students
from three institutions who were aged 16-18 and undertaking (Level Three) qualifications
that allow for university entry. We used individual approaches rather than group interviews or
surveys in recognition of the personal and potentially emotional nature of research that seeks
to map students’ futures and career intentions. Our original aim of interviewing two or three
students from each of the FECs in the outreach partnership, reaching a total of 20 to 30
participants, was constrained by administrative issues resulting from both a pressed
timeframe and a lack of institutional buy-in from some FECs. However, in three FECs,
students were selected and approached by a gatekeeper to take part in the research. These
students were studying a wide range of courses and were in different years of study within
their Level Three qualifications. Our analysis centres on social class because other factors,
such as ethnicity, were difficult to assess and control for given our limited sample size. We
note that caring responsibilities may also be salient to decision-making for some young
people. Interviews took place in a private location on students’ college campus and lasted
approximately an hour. Students received the participant information and consent sheet in
advance from the gatekeepers. These documents were also provided on the day by the
interviewer. All data was managed in accordance with the host university’s policies and

protocols.



Possible selves
Probable
selves

Like-to-avoid

selves

Figure 1. Graphical representation of possible selves (reproduced from Harrison 2018, 5)

In student interviews, the ‘Possible Selves’ model was used overtly as a mediating artefact
(Figure 1), a visualisation to support and encourage conversation about the object in question
(see, for example, Bahn and Barratt-Pugh 2013). Student interviewees were asked to list and
talk through their preferred future selves, their unwanted (and already jettisoned) future
selves, and the mechanisms through which all imagined outcomes might be facilitated or
denied. Figure 1 acted as a prompt and a visual aid. Post-it notes were used to categorise
‘like-to-be’ and ‘like-to-avoid’ futures, with the model serving as a hands-on discussion tool
throughout the interview and helping participants to talk more explicitly about their decision-
making processes. Our research aim was to learn more about how and when choices are
reached about university participation and what kind of personal dispositions are drawn upon
in that process. The discussions were voice recorded, if the student agreed to this, and the

final presentation of the post-it notes were photographed.

We also conducted seven semi-structured interviews with staff involved in providing
advice and guidance to students in some capacity within the FECs and the broader outreach
partnership. These interviews aimed to gain a broader and more context-sensitive

understanding of the potential institutional and structural challenges around diverse cohorts



of young people. Questions were asked about the perceived challenges students faced in
career planning and the wider role of higher education in their futures. These interviews took
place individually via telephone and most lasted approximately 30 to 45 minutes. Throughout
the interviews, questions were again framed and organised using the ‘Possible Selves’ model,
thus allowing comparison between the views of staff members and students towards higher

education. However, Figure 1 was not used directly as a mediating artefact.

The key themes presented in this paper were determined through sustained, structured
discussion between the five members of the research team. We used the six-step model for
thematic analysis suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006, 87) as a guide: familiarisation with
the data; generating initial codes; searching for themes; reviewing themes; defining and
naming themes; and reporting. We did not use software tools for analysis. Transcripts were
first read by individual members of the research team, followed by collaborative discussions
about initial concepts. These discussions formed the basis for developing a coding strategy.
Each transcript was systematically coded by the original interviewer, and subsequently
reviewed and revised by a second member of the team. Coded transcripts were then read by
the full research team and follow-up collective deliberations helped to organise the findings
and develop overarching themes. Our final themes are not intended to be exhaustive but
rather to capture the essence of the interview data. We pay particular attention to persistent
points of tension; issues over which incongruity was identified, whether between students and
staff, students and their family, staff and their interpretation of national education policy, or

students and their socio-cultural environment.

Findings
We discuss our findings in relation to two overarching themes. First, we examine recurring
stay-at-home narratives among FEC students, tracing their roots and considering the response

to them by college staff. Second, we examine students’ projected financial selves, paying

10



particular attention to their conceptualisation of ambition and, again, considering tensions
between the students’ imagined economic futures and those projected by staff. In both cases,
we draw upon the ‘Possible Selves” model as our primary interpretative lens. Emerging

patterns are then examined more closely in the Discussion section.

Theme 1: the ‘like-t0-be’ self as the ‘stay-at-home’ self

Within our data was a recurring mismatch between what students regarded as their optimal
engagement mode in higher education and the pressure they perceived to engage in
alternative ways. In pre-Covid times, this pressure stemmed in part from dominant public
narratives of the ‘full” university experience, often demanding students live away from their
family home to benefit maximally. However, the message was mediated and reinforced
locally through the 1AG received at the FEC. This geographical tension was recurring, with
many students expressing a strong preference to remain living at the home during their degree
but being made to feel as though such a decision would represent a compromise or ‘sell-out’.
This created a barrier to access: many students indicated that they would rather self-exclude

from higher education than leave their home setting.

Within the literature, stay-at-home students have sometimes been positioned
problematically (e.g. Crozier et al. 2008; Clayton, Crozier, and Reay. 2009) because their
engagement levels are perceived to be lower than their peers. However, 20% of full-time
students at UK universities live with their parents or guardians during term-time. In 2018/19,
this corresponded to 365,475 students, a rise from 327,300 five years earlier (Higher
Education Statistics Agency 2020). For many of our interviewees, ‘like-to-be’ selves were
firmly located in their immediate environment, often because family connections and
friendship networks were highly valued. The ‘like-to-avoid’ self was often imagined as

estranged from the home environment. Interviewees made statements such as “it would be
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nice to stay close to my mum”, “based [here], you’re still close to like your family and

everything” and “I’m more comfortable living at home.”

Local knowledge was therefore ‘collateral’ (Holton 2015) in that students felt
empowered by their geographical familiarity and could avoid stepping into spaces that were
culturally, as well as spatially, alien. Many emphasised that they were actively choosing to
stay at home, and that their decision was not a reflection of under-confidence, poor guidance
or a misunderstanding of what higher education involves. Only one of our interviewees
acknowledged that they were frightened of leaving home: “I don’t know anything outside of

this bubble, like this is just my world”.

However, FEC staff tended to interpret students’ decisions through a less positive lens
(“not very adventurous”), readily invoking a deficit model (“living away somewhere different
is just not, it’s just not on their radar really”). In interviews, staff positioned the traditional,
middle-class model of going away to university as the common-sense norm. For some, this
implicitly drew on their own experiences of higher education. Our staff interviewees found it
genuinely difficult to understand why younger generations of students would remain at home,
and thereby ‘miss out’ on the life-changing opportunities that they enjoyed during their own
time at university. This stance was well-intentioned, but perhaps insensitive to inter-
generational and other differences: the cultural ties that bind many working-class families;
the increasing role of technology in accessing ‘experiences’ vicariously; the keenly-felt need

to avoid additional financial burdens.

Some staff members went further in expressing disapproval towards students,
characterising them as under-committed and unwilling to invest time and energy into the

decision-making process:

12



“I think they pick a subject area and then just pick where’s local that they can do that.
So, yeah, it's not kind of thinking ‘oh what career do I want to go into?’ For many
students it isn't that long-term planning or vision. It's just kind of, again, it's kind of,
‘what's easy and straightforward?” And I would say that, yeah, there's very, there isn't
a lot of research that goes into making their choices, unfortunately.” (FEC staff

member)

We found little evidence in our student interviews of ‘easy and straightforward’ options being
taken. Indeed, for many, the decision to continue studying required complex additional
strategising, logistically and financially. Many students were juggling academic study with
other commitments, including part-time work. Despite this, most were able to elaborate a
long-term plan or vision for themselves, albeit not one that fit neatly with the assumptions

and expectations of the staff at their college.

As Holton (2015) points out, home environments can be highly emotive and memory-
laden places for young people. This helps to explains why the stay-at-home participation
option is growing in popularity among young people (Higher Education Statistics Agency
2020). When considering their participation options, many felt drawn to the perceived
stability and security of a familiar place. Stay-at-home participation was socially, as well as

economically rational, for most of our interviewees.

Theme 2: the ‘like-t0-be’ self as the financially comfortable self

Given the level of indebtedness associated with university participation in the English
funding system (Belfield et al. 2017), it is not surprising that monetary considerations were to
the fore of interviewees’ minds. However, once again, the ‘Possible Selves’ models exposed
a gap between the financial futures projected on to young people and those articulated

directly. Students were aware of dominant narratives of higher education as a stepping stone

13



to higher earnings, but tended to frame their potential graduate premium differently, and

often in non-financial language.

Stability was the over-riding objective, with ambitions mostly articulated in terms of
having an “okay” career, a “decent” salary and a “comfortable” life. Again, the framing was
positive. Students had rationally matched their goals to perceived local employment
conditions, and modified their expectations accordingly. “Just to have my own house and car

and stuff like that” was the reported goal of one student, who then added:

“I’m not really fussed how big or, like, how small a house or car, and I’'m not really

too fussed about getting paid loads.” (FEC student)

For some, the route to financial stability involved university, but many interviewees
expressed misgivings about the narratives that surrounded them. Some felt that university
was too forcefully imposed as the next step, making the point that work experience was more
important than further qualifications, while others questioned the reliability of the progression

from degree-level study to secure employment:

“A good paying job and university aren’t linked. Well, they can be linked but they’re

not like you have to go to university to have a good paying job”. (FEC student)

Comments from staff tended to strike a different tone. Some feared that students were opting
for short-term gains in vocational careers while foregoing potentially higher longer-term

earnings through university attendance:

“They're probably just thinking about getting out of college, going to work and
getting, you know. They're twenty, they're nineteen, twenty. They're going to get a job
on a building site earning three or four hundred [pounds] a week and you know, that’s
what they're thinking about. And so it’s really difficult to break that. We’re pushing
people into higher education. And so, you know, the guys that | have here at this

14



college, say to me ‘I can earn £500 [a week] by not going to university so why would
| g0?’ And it’s a hard argument to really have with them because in one way you have

to kind of agree with them.” (FEC staff member)

The view expressed above may seem empathetic because it ultimately acknowledges
students’ economic rationality. However, it also involves deep-rooted class-based stereotypes
that were not consistent with the way in which students talked about themselves. Students’
imagined ‘like-to-be’ selves rarely involved manual work. Their arguments demonstrated a
more nuanced understanding of labour markets than staff implied. They did not focus solely
on anticipated short-term pay-offs. Whether it is the duty of advisers to ‘break’ students’ way

of thinking is therefore questionable.

Other staff took a different position, noting that the higher education sector focused
disproportionately on the social aspects of being a university student, and pointing to
university marketing that they found problematic and potentially demotivating for their FEC
students. For instance, fears were expressed that universities overstated the added value of

attending, which could be misleading to students:

“I think they're probably on the right side of marketing guidelines as to what they're
allowed to say but I think sometimes they misrepresent university. University isn’t
necessarily guaranteed to get you a job on £50,000 a year as soon as you finish
university but statistically on some courses you might earn more in your lifetime.”

(FEC staff member)

However, the way in which staff conceptualised their own FECs was sometimes at odds with
this critique, and with what students said they wanted from their college. For example, one
staff member emphasised that “we very much promote ourselves as an aspirational college,”

adding that “we expect our students to be ambitious.” Further probing revealed that staff were
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acutely aware of how their colleges were perceived from the outside. Like universities, they
were operating within a competitive educational environment built on prestige indicators and

proxies of success.

Staff also imagined pressures on students from parents to enter the workforce

immediately after they graduated from college:

“You know, if mum and dad want you to go out and get a job and start putting food
on the table at home, you know, that [is] ultimately going to have impact”. (FEC staff

member)

“We do still have kind of some parents - I wouldn’t say all, it’d be a minority - but
some parents who are more keen for their sons and daughters to enter the job market,
start earning money, start picking up those life skills straight away, and may not fully

see the value of higher education.” (FEC staff member)

But the assumptions that parents expected financial support from their children was not
consistent with the students’ testimonies, which occasionally acknowledged wanting to
contribute to the family budget, but never mentioned feeling morally obliged to do so. The
deficit model that college staff imposed on their parents was something that students were

aware of and sometimes resentful towards.

Most interviewees discussed their future financial aspirations in relation to their
personal interests, such as subjects they were interested in or jobs that they would find
fulfilling. Here, ‘like-to-avoid’ dispositions emerged strongly, confirming Harrison’s view

(2018) that they can be just as motivating as ‘like-to-be’ selves. One student said:

“I don’t want to do an office job. I just find it too like boring ... the same thing like

every day.” (FEC student)

16



Other interviewees expressed fear about becoming ‘trapped’ in the workplace. Most were

willing to sacrifice a higher graduate salary for a more stimulating working environment.

One staff member reflected on FECs’ own role in disaffecting students, ascribing
blame in part to the way that courses were framed in instrumental terms, as a means to enter a
vocational sector as quickly as possible. The perceived danger here was that the courses were

seen by students as obligatory and short-term rather than emancipatory.

“I mean if you look at the way vocational courses are described to young people, it’s
all about [being able to] support you into your chosen sector. And that’s not just at
college, I think that’s across the board in FECs and vocational courses. And there’s
the chance that they sort of see this as a mandatory piece of education, where [if] they
pick something they get something to the career they want, or into the sector they
want, then that’s sort of two years done and then they can go and do what they want
to do but it’s without the long term thinking that HE would progress them further and

that sector will help them earn more money in the future.” (FEC Staff member)

The view that ‘HE would progress [students] further’ perhaps lies at the heart of many
tensions. It could be argued that staff are right to encourage their students to take a more
long-term approach and aspire to higher levels of education. They are aware of the graduate
premium associated with degree level work and, in many cases, experienced the
transformatory power of higher education personally. Indeed, even though we did not use the
‘Possible Selves’ model as a direct prompt in staff interviews, it often emerged organically in
their thinking. Staff readily imagined future selves for their students based their own pasts.
However, students were reluctant to accept externally imposed projections of themselves,

often critiquing the motivations behind them. These external imagined futures often
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conflicted with students’ instinct to remain grounded within a familiar environment, and to

avoid the financial indebtedness associated with the ‘full’ university experience.

Discussion: how are possible selves forged?

Using the ‘Possible Selves’ model allowed crucial and policy-relevant tensions to be captured
as students’ futures were imagined. In putting the model into practice, we have shown how it
can act as a ‘mediating artefact’ within a research methodology by helping to exemplify some
of the intricate and knowledgeable ways in which young people set about elaborating their
future selves. However, following Murphy’s (2019) work on the role of family in shaping
‘like-to-be selves’ we argue that the ‘Possible Selves” model is receptive to further
refinement to accommodate how emerging versions of the ‘self” are constructed and
influenced by external factors. College students from less advantaged backgrounds remain
highly aspirational. However, we note a tendency for their aspiration to be expressed in ways
that are inconsistent with the language used by FEC staff, and which sometimes betray

naivety about the practical steps needed to progress.

In particular, our data points to rivalry between multiple ‘Possible Selves’. Several
students expressed concern that their academic journey could be derailed by events beyond
their control, and their aspirational self therefore never realised. For example, one student
said: “What if [ randomly have a baby [in] three years and then I’m like, ‘oh no I can’t do
that university now?’” Other students indicated that they held on to multiple ‘selves’ because
their personal lives were disordered and they feared that no single, clearly bounded path
would become available for them to follow. In such ways, young people were demonstrating

high levels of self-awareness.

However, this self-awareness did not mitigate the uncertainty that students felt about

the routes through which the optimal possible self might be accessed. Many of our
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interviewees felt that they lacked the wherewithal to ‘play the game’ when it came to
educational advancement and workplace transition, unable to imagine themselves beyond
their immediate, short-term future. For example, one student said “I literally don’t know what
you do after you’ve got a degree? Do you look for jobs? Or is that it?” This was partly an
IAG issue: schools-based careers advice was an inadequate surrogate for the kind of social
and cultural capitals upon which more advantaged peers are able to draw. Like the BTEC
students interviewed by Baker (2017), the young people that we spoke to felt excluded from
national and local outreach initiatives, constrained by financial limitations, and denied
opportunities to develop their own sense of ‘place’ in the education pipeline. We found
repeated evidence of long-term vagueness muddying short-term motivation. Without a clear
path to the optimal self, some students struggled to remain academically focused. Well-
elaborated possible selves can be motivational possible selves, but the participants in the

study were and un(der)motivated because their possible selves were un(der)elaborated.

On an individual level, observations were made that suggested an incomplete or
inaccurate understanding of the experiences that might associate most closely with the
‘Possible Selves’ to which they aspired. For example, one reported: “I used to have a job but
I lost it because they scammed me,” referring to how she was unfairly dismissed from an art
gallery after two shifts for bureaucratic reasons. But while recounting the story, it became
apparent that the gallery was in fact exhibiting and selling the student’s art. The cultural
capital and exchange value of having her artwork publicly displayed had passed undetected

by the student.

We also find myriad assumptions being made by staff about the young people in our
interviews, often unconsciously modelled on the ‘normal’ transition route of previous
generations and therefore insensitive to differences in culture and motivation. Students

sketched out their future selves tentatively, often with a high degree of passivity. This was
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partly because of incongruities between the guidance available and students’ perception of
their own position. For some, being a student or being a graduate was firmly a ‘like-to-avoid’
self (unlike, say, being a home-owner, which was a ‘like-to-be’ self). But staff repeatedly
framed familial influence from a deficit perspective, regarding stay-at-home participation as
failure and parental influence as counter-productive. University was uncritically presented as
the ‘right’ way to elaborate the self, resulting in uncertainty and marginalisation for many
students. This is perhaps a hangover from the aspirational discourses of Widening
Participation policy that located self-exclusion as the individual’s problems and projected low

ambitions on to working-class families (Harrison and Waller 2018).

Possible selves were thus forged through a series of uneasy and problematic
compromises. Students were being pressured to accommodate advice based on stereotypes
around what a traditional university education looks like, while also pressurising themselves
to keep open as many options as possible to accommodate unexpected individual setbacks.
Added to this mix was often a deficit in trusted information, structural barriers of which many
interviewees were acutely aware, and a lingering sense that they were to blame — as students
— for lacking ambition. Unsurprisingly, where possible selves did emerge through this fog,

they were often elaborated under-confidently.

However, it could be argued that students’ cost-benefit calculations were actually
better informed that those of their advisers, and shrewdly resistant to dominant narratives of
average gain (e.g. McGuigan, McNally, and Wyness 2016). Our interviewees had an
instinctive awareness that their ‘future self” would be shaped by different input variables
from those of previous generations and of their more advantaged peers. In taking into account
the structural constraints of class, ethnicity and gender, students arguably measured risk — and

therefore crafted ‘Possible Selves’ — in more sophisticated ways than that assumed by public
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discourses. Choices remained rational, but were based on different cost-benefit formulae than

those applied elsewhere.

Conclusion

Like other researchers (Harrison 2018; Harrison and Waller 2018; Erikson 2019; Henderson
2019; Henderson, Bathmaker and Stevenson 2019), we find the ‘Possible Selves’ model to be
an instructive and appropriate thinking tool for approaching questions around access to
university for young people from lower participation backgrounds. The model offers a rich
and potentially exciting lens for critiquing policy, especially as successful elaboration can
allow accelerated propulsion towards the ‘like-to-be’ self (Oyserman et al. 2004). By
specifically asking FEC students about their imagined future selves, we were able to see how

bridges were being constructed between the present and the future.

However, we identify a need for further research to explore how future selves are
shaped and normalised by external factors. The young people that we profiled had absorbed
messages from multiple directions, internalising numerous outsiders’ perceptions of their
future, sometimes regardless of their acuity. Emerging expressions of ‘like-to-be’ and ‘like-
to-avoid’ thus need to be treated with caution and contextualised appropriately. Indeed,
asking young people aged 16 to 18 about their possible selves reveals a complex web of
accumulated pressures (see also Erikson 2019). Many of the ways in which students have
been conditioned to think emerge during interviews, but by then it is arguably too late to gain
a sense of what is truly wanted and not wanted. Students self-regulate their ‘like-to-be’ self,
resigned to socio-economic constraints and their relative lack of agency. Following
Oyserman et al (2004), we therefore suggest a distinction between ‘true possible selves’ and
‘conditioned possible selves’, arguing that the former become difficult to identify for those

denied structural facilitation. This echoes the attention that Clegg pays to “the gap between
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how individuals think and talk about their futures in relation to their actions in the present,

and the ways this cannot be discursively neutral” (2019, 53).

The ‘Possible Selves’ model has always positioned students’ imagined futures in
context, both present and future, and acknowledged structural constraints and the limits of
agency (Harrison 2018). In such ways it differs from decontextualised accounts of aspiration
or ambition, despite questions of whether the ‘Possible Selves” model confers too much
agency to the individual students (Henderson 2019). Oyserman et al (2004) imply that even
the most eloquently expressed visions of the ‘like-to-be’ self are not enough unless linked
with credible realisation strategies. A focus on ‘elaboration’ can therefore risk placing further
blame on young people for lacking the strategies to fulfil their ‘like-to-be’ selves. The ability
to articulate one’s possible selves is important, but it cannot compensate for a lack of well
understood progression routes. As Harrison (2018) points out, thinking about future selves is
only likely to be transformational for disadvantaged young people within a facilitative
organisational context. We identified high levels of personal aspiration but also high levels of
indecision among students lacking relevant capitals and unable to access reliable IAG. One
danger of the ‘Possible Selves’ model is that it does not fully accommodate the ‘social realist’
students who have understood and accepted that their aspirations need to be moderated by the
lack of openings for young people like them to succeed. The ‘like-to-be’ selves elaborated by
such students can easily be mistaken for unambitious selves, especially where they deviate
from those encoded in dominant discourses of university participation. As Erikson notes
when critiquing the model, “motivation is not formed in a cultural vacuum” (2019, 23). We

see the ‘possible self” as a dynamic construct, embracing multiple, life-long learner identities.

Our analysis of interviews with staff may offer an insight into why students’ ‘possible
selves’ were often confused or unstable. In many cases, advisers’ own transition narratives

were unwittingly replicated, with their own recalled possible selves being projected on to a
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generation of students negotiating a very different social and cultural landscape. Contrary to
assumptions made by some staff, not all of the students that we interviewed were motivated
by the prospect of a generous financial graduate premium. Aspirations were not limited by
parental expectations and boundaries (Harrison and Waller 2018). As in previous studies
(Jones et al. 2019), we found young people visualising university participation through a non-

financial lens and using non-financial language.

Indeed, ‘high-flying” metaphors tended be avoided, with FEC students preferring
stability and security to the distant possibility of astronomical success. As such, their thinking
was out of line with the more entrepreneurial lens through which ambition was
conceptualised by their advisers. Voigt (2007) warned against interpreting aspiration in
consumer terms, noting that people from different backgrounds weigh up costs and potential
gains in different ways. This was one of the reasons that students were loyal to educational
spaces that they found familiar and considered safe. Even the lure of institutional prestige, so
embedded within discourses of higher education, was shunned. This created tensions between
the students and their advisers, many of whom had internalised elitist sector hierarchies in
which the stay-at-home student occupied a lowly position. Staff focused on average graduate
outcomes, in contrast to students’ more context-sensitive calculations of (perceived)
individual risk. Social and geographic mobility was fetishised by students’ advisers, adding to

decision-making ambiguity.

For students’ ‘like-to-be’ selves to be realised, transition discourses need to move
beyond narrow conceptualisations of the ‘university-educated possible self’. This projection,
often favoured by FEC staff, rests on assumptions that students’ financial and (assumed)
lifestyle motivations take priority over familial and geographic motivations. It does not
empower young people to elaborate their futures. Indeed, it sometimes leaves the FEC

student feeling misunderstood and shamed. This has implications for FEC staff — who are
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arguably selling higher education ‘wrong’ —and also for policymakers in the post-Covid

landscape where ‘possible selves’ are now being formed.

The ‘university-educated possible self” would benefit from being reimagined, and we
have identified specific ways in which its facilitation could become more sensitive to the
needs and dreams of all young people, such that ‘true possible selves’ can be converted to
future selves through sustained and appropriate structural support. Without this, the danger is
that imagined selves remain imagined, closed down by antagonistic environments before the
process of realisation begins. A first step would be for those involved with advising young
people to recognise and respect their ambition, as they elaborate it, without seeing it through

deficit lenses.
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