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Abstract 

In an era of globalising and massified higher education (HE), this thesis presents a 

novel approach to studying social inequalities in HE by foregrounding the spatial 

processes underlying student mobilities and youth transitions. It does so by examining 

the perspectives of two groups of British young people – from a state school in South 

Yorkshire in northern England, and an elite international school in Singapore – whose 

trajectories are configured unevenly, shaped by their geographic im/mobilities, and 

their imaginaries of place, space and class. 

Although much has been written on the perspectives of young people from different 

social class backgrounds regarding where they ‘fit’ in relation to the social field of HE 

(Reay, 2017), research on how both social and spatial forces shape student mobilities 

and youth transitions has been somewhat limited. Using a qualitative mapping method 

and semi-structured interviews, this thesis incorporates these spatial elements, eliciting 

socio-spatial imaginaries, and presenting a nuanced and interdisciplinary approach to 

the study of student mobilities.  

In the study, social and spatial processes mediate the young people’s imaginaries of 

their current and future selves, albeit in starkly different ways and at different spatial 

scales. Individuals are positioned inequitably in relation to socio-spatial geometries 

structuring the social fields of HE. Furthermore, the globalisation and massification of 

HE systems have further entrenched inequalities between the two groups, diminishing 

the time-space between HE institutions in the global north and the globally mobile elite 

students in the study, while marginalising those in northern England. 
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1. Introduction and context  

In this thesis, I examine what I describe as the uneven trajectories and mobilities 

imagined by British youth approaching the transition to higher education (HE) from two 

starkly different perspectives. One group attended Millthorpe Academy, a state school 

in the deindustrialised town of Rotherham, northern England. The other attended 

Apollo International School, an elite international school1 in the global city (Sassen, 

2005) of Singapore, south-east Asia. I explore how their imagined futures – where they 

expected to be in the future spatially, as well as where they were located socially in 

relation to the HE social field – were mediated by their social class background, their 

geographic location and im/mobilities, and their perceptions of place and space.  

The notion of unevenness is useful here for visualising the apparent disjunctures 

between the two groups. For instance, although all participants were technically ‘British’ 

young people approaching the transition to HE, the students at Apollo International 

School had a sense of being ‘British’ that was more symbolic, functional, and less 

emplaced than those at Millthorpe Academy. Moreover, their vantage points were 

wildly different, and their trajectories divergent. They occupied different spaces – one 

group had a long-term embeddedness in place, while the other occupied a 

transnational social space and felt connected to multiple places around the world. 

Though I discuss this notion in greater detail later in the thesis (primarily in Chapter 

Six), I highlight below several other instances of this unevenness that emerged during 

the course of data analysis. 

First, while participants from Millthorpe Academy were typically looking to move 

‘laterally’, to places that were socially and culturally familiar and that were 

geographically close by, the students from Apollo International School were looking to 

destinations that were geographically distant and that stretched outwards from 

Singapore across the globe, typically to the most elite spaces within the HE field (i.e. 

the positions or institutions in the field that are valued most highly by the field). Second, 

on one hand, the social contacts of those at Apollo International School tended to 

 
1 I use the term ‘elite international school’ here in reference to the high fees charged by the school and 
the apparent socioeconomic makeup of the school’s clientele. The term also reflects the ‘state-of-the-
art learning facilities’ and ‘powerful connections to elite universities and other significant institutions’ 
that characterise elite schools (Koh and Kenway, 2016) and which were evident during my visit to Apollo 
School. I recognise, however, that in the literature on elite schooling, the term ‘elite school’ is a 
contentious one and would not necessarily be applied to a school like Apollo International School. This 
point is clarified further in section ‘3.5.2. School profile: Apollo International School (Singapore)’. 



2 
 

connect them to potentially influential, highly qualified people in multiple countries 

where HE is ranked highest globally; they were also ‘connected’ to other places 

through travel and often routinised mobility between places where family and friends 

were located. On the other hand, those at Millthorpe Academy did not have access to 

this kind of social capital, nor did they travel regularly outside of their immediate region 

of the UK. Third, the socio-spatial imaginaries and power-geometries that structured 

the HE field for the two groups were different; while the students at Millthorpe felt 

peripheral and disconnected, those at Apollo International were tapped into lines of 

power that flowed through elite spaces within HE and professional fields. Also uneven 

were the scales of their mobilities and spatial imaginaries in the context of their HE 

destinations.  

In addition to this unevenness, students’ narratives were framed by an increasingly 

globalised social field of HE and by a kind of ‘doxa’ (Bourdieu, 1977a) governing the 

field in the twenty-first century, whereby spatial mobility has come to be seen as a 

more legitimate mode of doing university (Finn and Holton, 2019). I analyse the social 

and spatial structures and boundaries that British young people in Rotherham and 

Singapore formulated, as well as how they positioned themselves in relation to these 

structures and to other social actors. I also investigate how these unique imaginaries 

that individuals conveyed came to bear on their positionalities and orientation towards 

the HE field. In turn, this raises the question regarding what can be said about the roles 

class, place, space and mobility play in shaping these perceptions and trajectories.  

I address these questions using an innovative qualitative approach (Donnelly, Gamsu 

and Whewall, 2020) to eliciting individuals’ imaginaries of their current and future 

selves. I focus on how individuals were situated relationally with each other in social 

space, and how they perceived their emplacement geographically as potentially a 

social or cultural location, as well as a physical one. The schools included in the study 

are: Millthorpe Academy, a state school in a deprived deindustrialised town in northern 

England; and Apollo International School, a fee-paying international school in 

Singapore. The reasons for choosing such starkly different research sites are outlined 

in greater depth in the methodology (see Chapter Three). However, briefly, the 

intention was to engage with British young people contemplating the transition to HE; of 

course, the sense in which the students from Apollo International School were ‘British’ 

was more complex than for those at Millthorpe Academy. Nevertheless, my aim was to 

engage with individuals whose sense of where they were located in social space was 

very different; who had experienced very different levels of geographic mobility and so 
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perhaps would relay varying ideas about where they belonged and where ‘home’ was; 

and who, because of their im/mobility and migration or long-term residence – 

depending on the group – would potentially reveal spatial imaginaries that varied in 

scale. I also wanted to engage with and potentially complicate the ‘working-class vs. 

middle-class’ dichotomy commonplace in sociology of education research; for example, 

the thesis contributes to contemporary discussions regarding the interconnectedness of 

nationalistic and global social structures. 

Fieldwork involved the use of a newly developed mapping exercise (Donnelly, Gamsu 

and Whewall, 2020) and follow-up semi-structured interviews with ten sixth-form 

students from Millthorpe Academy and 11 from Apollo International School. One 

additional interview was conducted with a member of staff who worked for the ‘HE 

Guidance Service’ (HEGS) at Apollo International School, and observations and 

fieldnotes were recorded throughout the fieldwork phase of research. Through this 

engagement with British young people from such starkly different social and spatial 

backgrounds, the study offers a unique illustration of the wildly divergent trajectories 

envisaged by British young people living in different environments. 

Overall, through this thesis, I demonstrate how the participants were inequitably 

positioned in relation to social fields of HE – both the choices available in the UK field 

and those in the global HE field – in multiple ways. First, through a Bourdieusian 

theoretical approach, it was clear that social differences between the two groups 

played a significant role in shaping the routes they felt able to pursue. At Apollo 

International School, on the one hand, many students had access to the kinds of 

economic and cultural capital and social networks that enabled the possibility to pursue 

positions at the most dominant institutions in the global HE field. Students at Millthorpe 

Academy, on the other hand, felt there were certain trajectories they could not pursue 

and could not imagine themselves comfortably occupying particular spaces within the 

HE field. This was reflected in the ‘identity work’ (Reay, Crozier and Clayton, 2010) and 

self-modification some felt they needed to undertake to ‘fit in’ or realise the possibility of 

attending a particular institution. 

Further, I show that, in addition to these arguably more social factors, spatial factors 

were at play and shaped how students imagined their futures. Travel and mobility 

formed an important part of the narratives of some students at Apollo International 

School; it imbued them with a sense of feeling ‘cosmopolitan’, as though they belonged 

or could belong anywhere. This sense that they were ‘hovering above’ the surface of 
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geographic space and moving freely between cultural environments, as well as the 

international social networks they had subsequently become part of, gave them the 

feeling they could go anywhere and that they were freer to focus on the symbolic value 

of particular courses and particular institutions – albeit ones that were invariably highly 

ranked (whether nationally or globally) and in the global north. Most students at 

Millthorpe Academy, however, valued their connections to their local area and the 

sense of identity this gave them. They gravitated towards their home region – and in 

some cases their hometown – and sought out places that were socially and culturally 

proximal (as well as geographically nearby), envisaging more lateral mobilities. This is 

not to say that students at Apollo International were not engaged in forms of spatial 

orientation; they were. However, they gravitated towards regions or countries on a 

larger scale, particularly within the global north and ‘the west’, imbuing these regions 

with symbolic value in the context of their anticipated futures.  

I argue, then, that the imagined trajectories of students from both schools were framed 

within particular socio-spatial geometries – borrowed from Massey’s (1993) concept of 

‘power geometry’ – and by how they positioned themselves in relation to these 

structures (Donnelly and Gamsu, 2019). I show, for example, that students from both 

schools revealed ‘anchorings’ (Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005) to homes and 

places, albeit for significantly different reasons and at dramatically different scales. 

Although there were clearly sociological factors that shaped how the two groups were 

positioned in relation to HE fields, I foreground how their ideas about the spatial were 

also highly significant, in some cases mediating the expectations of participants from 

different social class backgrounds, and raising questions about the power place had in 

shaping their imagined futures. The remainder of this introduction situates the thesis 

within the context of a stratified, massified and globalising HE environment whereby 

young people from different social class backgrounds can expect to realise differential 

and inequitable pathways through HE. I then discuss the inception of this project and 

the development of the research questions I set out to address. Finally, I outline the 

structure of the thesis, providing a brief overview of the chapters that follow.  

 

1.1. Research context 

Globally, opportunities to participate in HE have expanded dramatically throughout the 

latter half of the twentieth century and particularly during the twenty-first century. This is 

manifest in the creation of new HE institutions (HEIS) around the world and the 
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absolute numbers of people participating in HE (Schofer and Meyer, 2005). From an 

economic perspective, this growth has been associated with an ideology that 

governments the world over have subscribed to about the emergence of a ‘global 

knowledge economy’ (Brown, Lauder and Ashton, 2008; Lauder et al, 2012). As Guruz 

(2011, p. 7) observes, ‘knowledge and people with knowledge’ have ostensibly become 

‘key factors of development, the main drivers of growth, and the major determinants of 

competitiveness in the global knowledge economy.’  

Subsequently, a shift has occurred vis-à-vis the purpose of HE and its potential value 

as a commodity to be instrumentalised in national and international labour markets 

(Ball, 2013), as well as how students perceive themselves today as ‘consumers’ of HE, 

operating within a kind of ‘marketplace’ (Tomlinson, 2017). As such, HE credentials 

have become a kind of currency or capital to be accumulated, particularly by younger 

generations, in order to compete for labour market positions (Olssen and Peters, 

2005); it is perhaps easy to see, therefore, why increasing the level of education 

citizens acquire has been a central agenda of governments globally.  

Successive UK governments have indeed bought into this notion of a global knowledge 

economy and the importance of HE for international competitiveness. The right-wing 

Conservative government of Theresa May proclaimed this position in 2016:  

The better educated our society, the fairer, more cohesive, productive and 

innovative it can be. This is vital to Britain's position in the 21st century. Our 

education system must compete with those around the world (UK Department 

for Education, 2016, p. 5). 

Expanding HE access has been a central priority in the UK and numbers of British 

students studying for degrees have risen sharply. Following policies introduced by New 

Labour aimed at massifying HE, numbers of British students participating in HE grew 

from 251,000 in 1994 to 459,000 in 2018 (Bolton, 2020) and almost half of all under-30-

year-olds reach HE level today. Further, an internationalisation of HE has occurred 

(Knight, 2010), leading to the emergence of new kinds of HE options available to 

students – such as study abroad opportunities (Cairns, 2014). Indeed, HE systems 

have become more integrated the world over, with students moving around the world to 

participate in HE (Findlay et al, 2012; Waters, 2005), and UK universities extending 

their reach or ‘offshoring’ their study options to other countries (Waters and Brooks, 

2011). Further, a significant number of UK students now study overseas, albeit in lower 

numbers than in other EU countries (Brooks and Waters, 2009). 
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Alongside this globalisation of HE marketplaces, the international school sector and its 

provision of schooling for the children of the globally mobile elite have expanded. Hill 

(2014, p. 177) has argued that the proliferation of these schools has offered: 

Education to the children of globally mobile parents usually working for the 

United Nations or its agencies, embassies and multinational companies. 

Such schools once provided an education for the ‘trailing families’ of diplomats 

(Hayden and Thompson, 2008). Nowadays, they also cater for the global middle-class 

(GMC), an emerging class group that Yemini and Maxwell (2018) identify as being 

engaged in routinised mobilities between world cities, with fluid attachments to place, 

and with globally expansive social networks. Additionally, they serve the so-called 

transnational capitalist class (TNCC), those ‘more or less in control of the processes of 

globalisation’ (Sklair, 2001, p. 5)2. At many of these schools, the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) is the main qualification offered and as such functions to imbue 

globally mobile young people (children of the GMC) with the tools required to ‘play the 

admissions game’ for accessing elite universities (Lee and Wright, 2016; Lee, Wright 

and Walker, 2016, p. 60). These young people are, then, arguably better positioned 

than those who attend the state school in Rotherham in the current study to choose 

universities from the global range of institutions, not just those in the UK.  

Further, recruiting students who are not resident in the UK – including British young 

people – has been a major objective of UK universities throughout the latter half of the 

twentieth century and into the twenty-first century. There are financial benefits to 

recruiting these students, most of whom pay higher tuition fees to study in the UK, as 

well as other perhaps less tangible benefits, such as the formation of culturally diverse 

university campuses in the UK (Bolsmann and Miller, 2009). As such, routes for 

international students – including overseas British students – into the UK HE market 

have been carved out over time, aided by the international recruitment practices of UK 

universities. This influx of international students includes British children of the GMC 

and TNCC looking to acquire a credential from a high-ranking institution in the global 

HE field. 

 

 
2 Occasionally throughout the thesis, I refer to these two class groupings – the global middle-

class and the transnational capitalist class – collectively as the ‘globally mobile elite’ (Hayden, 
2011). 
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1.2. Massification: Widening equitable access? 

However, despite this expansion of the UK and global HE marketplaces, socially 

inequitable access to HE has endured (Blanden et al, 2003; Breen and Jonsson, 2005; 

Ball, 2013). The form of students’ participation, as well as graduate outcomes, has 

been somewhat overlooked, as overarching policies have aimed simply to increase 

‘access’ to opportunities (Devine, 2009). Further, a propensity for poorer students to 

attend lower-status institutions or to ‘drop-out’ of university early (Vignoles and 

Powdthavee, 2009), when compared with their middle-class counterparts, has 

continued (Ball, 2013; Reay, 2016), calling into question the effectiveness of HEIs’ ‘fair 

access’ policies (Boliver, 2013). 

Furthermore, with the advent of massification and the internationalisation of HE, 

middle-class and elite entrants to HE have arguably developed ever greater 

competitive strategies for differentiating themselves from others in the HE field, 

including through studying abroad (Kenway and Fahey, 2014), as they prepare for 

internationally mobile futures and dominant social positions (Kenway et al, 2017). 

Sending children to international schools is one such way through which GMC and 

TNCC families have sought positional advantages for their children. Brooks and Waters 

(2009, p. 1086-1087) have also argued that: 

Under these new conditions [i.e. massification]… middle-class students and 

their families have to find new ways to reproduce their social advantage 

through, for example, the colonization of the highest status universities and 

colleges (Reay et al., 2005) and the development of ‘personal capital’ (through 

relevant paid work and extra-curricular activities) alongside the acquisition of 

academic qualifications (Brown and Hesketh, 2004). 

This demonstrates a kind of concerted cultivation undertaken by wealthier students and 

their families to stay ‘on top’ within a stratified HE field. Despite the internationalisation 

of HE – the proliferation of study abroad options and short-term mobilities during HE 

degree courses (Courtois, 2019), such as through the ‘Erasmus’ programme – the 

apparently broadened sphere of HE opportunities is arguably more accessible to some 

than others, particularly along social class lines (Cairns, 2014).  

Indeed, ample sociological research has argued that while widening access initiatives 

have opened up the field for students from all social class backgrounds, working-class 

students are under-represented in certain (especially elite) spaces within HE (Archer, 



8 
 

Hollingworth and Halsall, 2007; Boliver, 2013). Interestingly, contemporary research 

has also drawn attention to the spatial nature of these social inequalities, which has 

raised further questions about the capacity for young people from different 

backgrounds to access mobile forms of student participation. Taking care to 

acknowledge that mobility should not in itself be seen as a favourable or essentially 

advantageous form of doing HE, Donnelly and Gamsu (2018), for instance, have 

identified spatial patterns and structures of student mobilities that align with uneven 

economic development geographically in the UK. They and others (Donnelly and 

Evans, 2016) demonstrate how regional conditions and histories can ‘filter down’ into 

the ‘subjective choices’ young people make about their futures, suggesting social and 

spatial elements combine to shape the trajectories that are possible for young people in 

different geographic locations. Others have examined qualitatively the spatial 

structures of HE as well as the mobilities of British students at different scales, 

including locally (Ingram, 2009), regionally (Donnelly and Gamsu, 2019) and 

internationally (Brooks and Waters, 2009). My thesis contributes to this literature by 

focusing on the spatial structure of HE and on student mobilities at multiple scales, 

including at the global level, commenting on the impact of the globalisation of HE on 

British students from different social class backgrounds, in the UK and abroad. 

A question must also be addressed regarding the changing agendas of UK universities 

and the purpose today of UK HE in an era of advancing globalisation and 

internationalisation. The ambitions of institutions to recruit the ‘best’ students and to 

structure their recruitment activities accordingly has been shaped in response to 

changing funding structures in UK HE, and increased stratification and marketisation of 

the sector (Naidoo and Williams, 2015; Marginson, 2014). Universities are competing 

for the brightest and the best candidates and often do so according to the profiles of 

individual schools or according to data regarding low and high participation in different 

geographic areas. As a result, and as I will show in the current study, localities and 

communities in the UK that are considered more ‘peripheral’ (where participation is 

low) are missing out on meaningful opportunities to engage with these institutions, and 

within policy circles tend to fall into the category of ‘Widening Participation’ (WP), 

positioning them as inferior to their elite ‘others.’ 

Indeed, as I demonstrate in the analysis and discussion chapters, 300 HEIs, including 

London School of Economics, King’s College London, University College London, the 

Royal Northern College of Music – and approximately 300 other highly-ranked 

universities from the UK and around the world – visited Apollo International School in 
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Singapore. At Millthorpe Academy, however, the occurrence of such engagements was 

not evident. This exemplifies the global recruitment practices of HEIs and how places 

like Rotherham and schools like Millthorpe Academy are overlooked in favour of the 

‘right kind’ of student; Naidoo (2018) has referred to this particular issue as a 

manifestation of the ‘competition fetish’ of HEIs in the age of the global knowledge 

economy. 

This thesis sits within this context of a socially unequal, globally expanding HE 

environment and the apparent spatial nature of students’ HE decision making and 

imagined futures. In considering why some students are better positioned to pursue 

particular pathways through HE than others, it is vital to consider qualitatively what and 

how spatial elements play out alongside social factors and come to bear on the 

decisions young people make about their futures. This forms part of this thesis’ 

important contribution to an emerging literature base comprising research on ‘space’ 

and place’ in HE. A further contribution the study makes is through the attention paid to 

wider and relational geographic structures and imaginaries that extend beyond the 

local. In particular, I am interested in the underlying perspectives and factors that mean 

some young people feel more able than others to pursue positions in the bourgeoning 

international HE space, as well as to move throughout the UK to take up whatever 

positions they feel are for them. I want to know why it is that some feel able to move, to 

be ‘mobile’, while others feel compelled to stay local and choose from the options 

available in their immediate geographic surroundings.  

 

1.3. Research questions 

Following this starting point for the project, I thought reflexively about my own 

experiences of HE. I perhaps had preconceptions (stemming from my upbringing as a 

working-class university applicant, who grew up in South Yorkshire, and my later 

professional roles in HE outreach and WP) about the more objective barriers some 

students face. I became interested initially in how this context – of a stratified system, 

increasing university fees and a globalising sector – might impact on the decisions 

poorer students made about their future mobilities. However, early on, as reflected in 

the literature review (Chapter Two), I recognised that my approach was misguided. I 

was focused too much on the singular, shorter-term decision-making my participants 

were undertaking and less so on the processes of mobility (Urry, 2007) and on mobility 

as an ongoing process of ‘becoming’ (Tran, 2016). I realised that, although the choices 
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students made about where and what to study were important, understanding what 

factors shaped these decisions meant eliciting subtler perspectives and experiences – 

not only the physical barriers (geographic distance) to studying in a particular place, for 

example, but the social and cultural boundaries individuals drew for themselves. 

I developed the following research objective and sub-questions to reflect this need to 

shed light on socio-spatial structures, boundaries and processes, as well as individuals’ 

objective circumstances. The overarching objective is as follows: 

• To explore how young people’s imagined trajectories and mobilities are shaped 

by their imaginaries about social class, place and mobility 

The following sub-questions unpick this key objective further, asking: 

1. What are the imagined futures of young people who occupy different positions 

in social space, live in different local contexts, and who have had different 

experiences of spatial mobility?  

 

2. What social and spatial structures or boundaries do they perceive? 

 

3. How do these structures, and their sense of their positionalities within them, 

shape or mediate their imagined futures? 

 

4. How do their relationships with place – with ‘home’, with their locality, or with 

other localities – shape and mediate their identities and the possible futures 

they imagine? 

 

5. How do their ‘everyday’ mobilities and their experiences of being mobile shape 

their imagined futures?  

 

 

1.4. Structure of the thesis 

Chapter Two opens the main body of the thesis with a critical review of relevant 

literature on student mobilities. The chapter situates this study contextually in relation 

to wider debates in the literature, particularly the sociology of education and student 

mobilities literature. I engage with the theoretical and conceptual framework of Pierre 

Bourdieu to demonstrate how young people in the UK experience structural 
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disadvantages that characterise the HE field. I also outline how this approach has 

arguably become the most preferred framework for use in this context and 

acknowledge some of the limitations of such an approach for the current study.  

Following this, I explore the spatial turn in student mobilities research and the spatial 

nature of social inequalities. I engage with the spatial theories of Doreen Massey, Yi-Fu 

Tuan and John Urry, among others, outlining how their theoretical stances can be 

incorporated within a socio-spatial approach to the study of student mobilities. Here, 

and along the way, I identify ‘gaps’ I intend to address in this thesis, particularly 

methodologically, highlighting how previous studies on this subject have accounted for 

the importance of place, but to a lesser extent, the broader spatial structures young 

people perceive and within which they are positioned. Finally, I outline a theoretical and 

conceptual framework for the study that follows, one that incorporates social and 

spatial analyses of student mobilities which foreground the processual and relational 

nature of student mobilities. 

In Chapter Three, I discuss my ontological, epistemological, philosophical and 

resulting methodological approach to the design of the project. I begin by outlining my 

critical realist position and its usefulness in this context, particularly through its 

acknowledgement of generative structures, as well as – importantly – the illusiveness 

of those structures, that they are ‘not spontaneously apparent in the observable pattern 

of events’ (Bhaskar, 1989, p. 2). I consider the importance of the social and spatial 

historical contexts that frame the narratives of the two samples as well as the 

methodological difficulties in identifying ‘hidden’ structures. This position informs the 

subsequent methodology I describe next. I outline the methodology I co-designed, 

which aims to elicit these structures and how they are experienced. I describe in depth 

the fieldwork process, including how the samples were identified and recruited, 

including why the two groups were chosen to deliberately represent ‘opposing’ ends of 

the social and spatial dimensions, as well as the process of data collection. Further, I 

discuss my analytical approach to the data, from my initial thematic and ‘branching 

tree’ approach (Bazeley and Jackson, 2013), to my focus on discourse and narrative. I 

also provide contextual detail about the localities where participants lived and the 

schools they attended, where fieldwork took place. To conclude the chapter, I discuss 

the ethical issues that were considered during the design of the project and the 

limitations that arose during the process of data collection, and reflect on my own 

positionality as a researcher.  
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Chapter Four offers an analysis of the first school to be included in the study: 

Millthorpe Academy, a school in the deindustrialised town of Rotherham in northern 

England. The chapter is not structured thematically but begins with the students’ 

perceptions of their local area their ideas about ‘home.’ This first section locates the 

students, geographically, socially, culturally and socioeconomically, and explores their 

relationship with their locality and its surrounding areas. In the second half of the 

chapter, participants’ wider, relational geographies are discussed. I explore how their 

place ‘fits’ within a wider geographic structure, and how their own sense of belonging, 

their mobilities and their perceptions of geography mediates the kinds of futures they 

imagine for themselves. The structure of the chapter is also intended to feed into the 

concluding argument at the end of the chapter, and the further discussion that follows 

in Chapter Six.  

Briefly, I explore the idea that the social class differences between individual students 

at Millthorpe were mediated by their shared sense of place and what being in that place 

meant for them and ‘people from round here’ (Allen and Hollingworth, 2013). I also 

show how, although a mix of social class backgrounds were recorded, the positionality 

of the sample as a whole, relative to the sample from Apollo International School, had 

implications for the kinds of futures they felt were possible and imaginable for them, 

largely because of where they had grown up. I also demonstrate through this chapter 

how the trajectories the participants at Millthorpe Academy imagine for themselves 

differ in form from those of participants at Apollo International School. The students at 

Millthorpe are looking to make lateral moves to places that are similar to their own. 

They occasionally allude to their desires to realise more mobile futures; however, they 

lack the necessary social, cultural and economic capital – which the students at Apollo 

International School had in abundance – that would bridge the gap between them and 

other places and that could facilitate such futures. 

Chapter Five offers an analysis of the second school to be included in the study: 

Apollo International School, an elite international school in Singapore. How participants 

at Apollo International School conceived of home and perceived place and their locality 

was starkly different to how students did at Millthorpe Academy. At Apollo International, 

participants typically relayed a pluralistic and fluid sense of home and connection to 

place. Through their migration and everyday spatial mobilities, they were freer to ‘elect’ 

(Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005; Savage, 2014) homes and anchored 

themselves to places in more functional ways. This had to do with where they 

positioned themselves in relation to social and spatial hierarchies. For example, while 
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the students at Millthorpe Academy described their place and, by extension, 

themselves as peripheral and deprived, students from Apollo International School 

talked of the centrality – socially, culturally, economically and spatially – of their place. 

It was, as Emelia described, ‘like Disneyland.’  

Again, I describe this group as carving out trajectories for themselves that were 

disjunctive in scale and nature compared with those of the students at Millthorpe 

Academy. Rather than looking to make lateral moves to similar places, like the 

students at Millthorpe, the pupils at Apollo International had access to the capitals and 

resources with which they could forge links that stretched outward from Singapore 

across the globe, typically to places where HE was ranked highest globally. 

In Chapter Six, I consolidate findings and discussion from the previous two chapters, 

making sense of the key differences between the two groups. Principally, I draw 

attention to the fact that the students at Apollo International were not simply free to 

move just ‘anywhere.’ Although they possessed what we might consider to be 

‘cosmopolitan capital’ (Friedman, 2018) and expressed their capacity to move freely 

between social and cultural environments, they were in fact, like the students at 

Millthorpe Academy, gravitating to particular places and spaces. However, crucially, 

they were doing so in accordance with the spatial structure of the social field of global 

HE. Through their mobilities and the geographic expansiveness of their social 

networks, they also had the networks, capacity and precedents set in school and in 

their social networks to follow socially and spatially mobile trajectories. 

I also discuss in this chapter the importance of locality and location for shaping 

imagined futures, particularly how the specificities of the localities in which each 

sample lived enabled and constrained different kinds of futures owing to the perceived 

spatial nature of a social order. I discuss class confidence – in particular, the 

international mindedness and confidence of the students from Apollo International 

School. I conclude with further discussion about how the reproduction of social class is 

a spatial process – that the changing agendas of UK HEIs has changed the time-space 

between them and the students at Apollo International School, while further 

marginalising those from Millthorpe Academy. I also focus on the roles of schools and 

families in social reproduction.  

Chapter Seven concludes the thesis. I begin the chapter by summarising from the 

previous chapters the thesis’ overarching argument and how I addressed the research 

questions. I return to arguments made about the changing agendas of UK universities 
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in a globalising era. I also argue that there are significant disparities between schools – 

between state schools and private schools – in terms of the support that is offered to 

students in relation to their HE progression; this was a significant finding and speaks 

strongly to ongoing debates about school funding in England. Another implication I 

consider relates to the success of the WP agenda promoted by successive UK 

governments. For example, although opportunities have broadened in a quantitative 

sense, there are factors preventing students in some communities and from some 

backgrounds from considering the broad range of opportunities. 

Following the implications of the study, I make some recommendations regarding what 

could be done politically to address some of the issues that arose for some students 

and the disparities between young people from very different backgrounds. This 

pertains to improving universities’ engagement with schools, as well as increasing and 

ring-fencing funds for schools to deliver information, advice and guidance, better 

tailored to individual students as they approach the transition from school to HE. I then 

discuss some limitations of the study, including fieldwork issues and methodological 

drawbacks. Finally, I make some suggestions for future research which could build on 

the current study, particularly methodologically, including following up on the 

participants’ journeys into and through HE. 
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2. Literature review 

 

2.1. Introduction 

In the introduction to the thesis, I outlined the context from which this project emerged. 

I explored the growth of HE markets in the UK and globally, and the internationalisation 

and globalisation of the HE field. I began setting out how this ostensible ‘opening up’ of 

HE seems to have extended the distance between British young people from different 

socioeconomic and spatial backgrounds; that, on one hand, the imagined trajectories of 

the globally mobile elite are becoming ever broader in scale and stretch to elite 

institutions around the world. We might think of visual lines (Massey, 2007) that extend 

far and wide, through geographically expansive networks to social contacts who are 

well-placed to provide globally mobile youth with advantages in the field, something I 

begin to explore in this second chapter. On another hand, there are young people like 

those at Millthorpe Academy, with whom I engage in the current study, who feel 

disconnected, peripheral and, in some cases, unworthy of these kinds of futures. Their 

‘lines’ out from their place are more lateral, to places that feel more like home, socially 

and culturally. With greater internationalisation, globalisation and the bourgeoning of 

HE opportunities has come enhanced stratification for these students. They are 

differentially positioned – socially and spatially – in relation to this structure. In this 

chapter, I draw critically on the sociological and spatial literature to illustrate how this 

stratification is experienced and perceived by young people themselves.  

I begin by drawing briefly on some key themes in the literature, focusing firstly on what 

might be considered some of the economic and policy-driven barriers facing young 

people from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds, and the potential ‘risks’ 

they might perceive regarding going to university and being mobile in the process. I 

then engage with and outline Bourdieu’s theoretical and conceptual approach, which 

has come to predominate in the sociological literature. This approach was useful in the 

current study due to the importance placed on the individual, their context and history, 

and social positionality in relation to others in social space. I demonstrate, drawing on 

empirical examples, how this approach has proved useful for understanding how young 

people from different social class backgrounds are positioned in relation to the social 

field of HE; I also show how such an approach enables a more relational understanding 

of social inequalities in HE, before highlighting some limitations of this approach. 
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I then move my focus to the spatial turn in student mobilities research, examining firstly 

the theoretical arguments underpinning the spatial approach, followed by an 

exploration of literature that explores the spatial nature of student mobilities. I draw 

critically on the theories of Doreen Massey, whose work has illuminated more relational 

understandings of space, place and capital, as well as of the spatial nature of the social 

order. I engage with the work of Wacquant to extend further these ideas of a relational 

geography, as well as Urry’s theorisation of mobility as processual and involving flows. 

I then identify some of the limitations of studies in this area. First, I draw attention to the 

narrow terms through which student mobilities have come to be defined: as 

instantaneous events whereby students either ‘move’ away’ or ‘stay’ local, rather than 

as ongoing experiences and processes of becoming (Tran, 2016; Finn, 2017; 

Henderson, 2020). I argue that this has had important implications for how student 

im/mobilities are understood – that the myriad ‘everyday’ and imagined mobilities 

young people experience have been neglected somewhat. I also contend that 

historically there has been a lack of more nuanced approaches to student mobilities 

research, ones which take into account the temporal and spatial elements that shape 

mobilities; the processual nature of mobilities (Urry, 2007); and the relationalities and 

processes underpinning social reality (Desmond, 2014). These considerations were 

key for understanding the stark differences between my own participants, not only their 

one-off mobilities or apparent decisions to not be mobile, but about how their everyday 

and experienced mobilities, and the processes (of social reproduction, for instance) 

they were engaged in revealed a great deal more about how they formulated different 

futures.  

Finally, I outline how, in the study that follows, Bourdieu’s theoretical and conceptual 

framework have been synthesised with spatial approaches to understanding students’ 

mobility decisions. This requires consideration of myriad spatial as well as social 

factors that shape young people’s lives and has shaped the methodology in Chapter 

Three. Primarily, the approach outlined affords importance not only to individuals’ 

sense of place and geographic location, but how the wider geographies they imagine 

produce narratives of the self and imaginaries of the future that are mediated not only 

by social location, but by spatial structures. 
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2.2. Perceptions of risk 

Before turning more fully to Bourdieu’s theoretical and conceptual framework, and the 

subtler process through which young people formulate trajectories, I outline here some 

other important considerations in the student mobilities literature that have shaped 

young people’s perceptions of HE, such as historic sector reforms. This further 

contextualises the study and the HE environment in relation to which British young 

people are deciding on possible routes to take.  

First, the marketisation of HE appears to have impacted disproportionately on the 

choices and experiences of students from different social class backgrounds. By 

marketisation, I refer to the proliferation of market values in HE (Naidoo and Williams, 

2015) and increased stratification of the sector in the form of rankings, the status of 

institutions and quality management (Marginson, 2014). This stratification has been 

pervasive in popular discourse around HE, has formed part of students’ ‘common-

sense understandings’ about what constitutes ‘good’ or ‘poor’ universities (Reay, 2017, 

p. 119), and has shaped how students are positioned or perceive their positioning in 

relation to these hierarchies (Reay, Crozier and Clayton, 2010).  

Although the marketisation of HE has not resulted in a decrease in HE entrants from 

poorer backgrounds, there are clear class differences in terms of the types of HE 

pathways young people from different socioeconomic backgrounds can expect to 

undertake. For example, it has been argued frequently in the sociology of education 

literature that youth from socioeconomically less advantaged families have been 

typically more likely than their middle-class counterparts to attend low status institutions 

(Ball, 2013; Reay, 2016), to choose to live at home during their studies (Christie, 2007) 

and to position themselves as ‘outsiders’ relative to particular spaces in the HE social 

field (Reay, 2017).  

Further, other reforms have also impacted on working-class orientations towards HE. 

With the ostensible ‘opening up’ of HE, following the 1992 Further and Higher 

Education Act for England and Wales, and New Labour’s focus on widening access, 

came the introduction of tuition fees, which have risen multiple times, replacing some 

study and living grants, throughout the last two decades. Callender and Mason (2017) 

have shown that, among their sample, aversion to the rising cost of fees was more 

likely to deter prospective students from lower- than middle-class backgrounds from 

‘planning’ to enter HE. Further than this, simply the idea of accruing debt – no matter 
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the amount – can also act as a deterrent to some from poorer backgrounds (Bailey, 

2018). 

As such, studying at university could be seen to constitute a certain level of risk for 

some students, according to the ways they perceive debt and the financial costs 

associated with HE. In the sociological literature, Beck (1992, p. 35) argues that while 

‘wealth accumulates at the top’ of society, ‘risks’ accumulate ‘at the bottom.’ She 

contends that this uneven distribution of risk functions in all areas of society – including 

education – shaping differently the propensity of young people from different social 

class backgrounds to take risks. Archer and Hutchings (2000) explore this idea further 

with the working-class youth in their study, finding that many made choices about their 

HE futures based on the risks they perceived. As they found, however, risk related not 

only to the potential and more objective returns of different HE options; some of their 

participants also worried about the risk posed by the potential ‘loss’ of their working-

class identities. Archer, Hollingworth and Halsall (2007) also highlighted the potential 

risks some of their participants identified – that taking on the university student identity 

might not ‘suit’ them, that it was at odds and threatened the kind of identity they wished 

to perform. This resonates with Friedman’s (2016a) contention that HE – particularly 

being mobile and moving away from home for HE – represents for some young people 

from working-class backgrounds the betrayal of social and kinship ties, a kind of 

disloyalty to place. 

In contrast to the working-class, Ball (2013) has argued that within middle-class 

families, the risk felt by children and parents relates to the protection and sustaining of 

social location. He argues that these families ‘envisage certain sorts of futures for their 

children of both a worldly sort and of the person, of character’ (p. 172), that they make 

a concerted effort to  ‘make particular futures possible or available through their actions 

and planning in the here and now.’ In a sense, then, the working-class students in the 

studies above (Archer and Hutchings, 2000; Archer, Hollingworth and Halsall, 2007) 

were keen to retain their existing identities; they perceived a risk to who they were. 

Ball’s middle-class participants, on the other hand, were more focused on what they 

wished to become in the future and the risk of not becoming something other than what 

they already were. In the literature on the globally mobile elite, there is a sense that 

young people perceive significantly fewer risks – economically and culturally. In Yemini 

and Maxwell’s (2018) study, several of the Israeli mothers in their sample describe their 

efforts to ‘decouple’ from their homeland, at least politically and in religious terms, and 

to provide their children with a kind of cosmopolitan outlook, a sense of belonging and 
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understanding of the world that is more universal. This is to mitigate the risk of being 

marginalised in their new country, and to nurture children’s identities as global and 

‘cosmopolitan’ citizens, preparing them for globally mobile futures (Rizvi, 2005). 

Attending international schools is another way globally mobile elite families mitigate 

risks: of having to integrate into different national school systems, for instance. 

Furthermore, on a practical level, there are different financial costs – such as the cost 

of travel, living or studying – associated with different HE pathways. While ‘home’ 

students in the UK are entitled to financial assistance in the form of tuition fee loans 

and, in some cases and to varying degrees, maintenance loans, the same kind of 

financial support would not be available in, say, the USA. 

Central themes of identity have emerged within the literature, then, which will be 

explored in the coming sections. Most pertinently, Bourdieu has provided an effective 

framework for exploring these themes. By using his concept of ‘social fields’, for 

example, we can begin to consider this identity work not only in relation to individuals, 

but in terms of how individuals distinguish themselves relationally from each other. His 

concept of cultural capital, as another example, is useful for examining why the 

students in Archer, Hollingworth and Halsall (2007) study did not feel able to retain their 

existing identities, to take with them into the field the markers of ‘style’ and ‘taste’ that 

formed part of who they were. The emergence of Bourdieu’s framework and its 

consideration of the ‘feeling’ of class, rather than simply the social location of differently 

classed groups, is outlined next. 

 

2.3. From occupational class to class ‘feeling’ 

Bourdieu’s theoretical and conceptual framework has predominated in this research 

area. His concepts of field, habitus and capital and the theory underpinning them have 

provided an effective framework through which to examine how social reproduction and 

distinction occurs through HE. Crucially, his is a model of social class, division and 

distinction that moves beyond earlier iterations of social class theorising, such as 

Goldthorpe’s, who sought to identify more objectively how social divisions were 

structured by professional occupation.  

Arguably, Goldthorpe developed a more nuanced approach to uncovering social class 

relationships than had been employed by sociologists before him; one such example 

distinguished between those in manual and non-manual occupations, for instance. He 
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recognised something in the power relations between those who, from a Marxist 

perspective, own the means of production and those who supply their employers with 

their labour. He argued (1987, p. 41): 

In consequence of employer-employee relations being placed on quite 

heterogeneous principles, employees in fact occupy a range of different labour 

market and work situations, among which meaningful distinctions can and 

should be made in class terms. 

Evans (1992, p. 213) points out that, as Goldthorpe later clarified (Erikson and 

Goldthorpe, 1992), the theoretical underpinnings of this class schema ‘[emphasised] 

that the schema is concerned with positions rather than individuals’, that there was 

perhaps something about the position occupied within the labour market that generates 

social class differences.  

However, as Savage (2015, p. 44) later observes: 

We have, in recent years, seen the proliferation of cultural markers of class 

which do not – at least on the face of it – appear to be directly linked to these 

occupational classes. 

Savage’s argument about the separation of class from occupation contributes to a 

more contemporary and nuanced understanding of how social class divisions are tied 

up with individuals’ performed and perceived identities and wider lives, as well as with 

more complex social and cultural factors. As Reay (2017) contends, citing evidence 

from the British Social Attitudes Survey, how people perceive of their own class identity 

or position can differ significantly from what their professional occupation might 

otherwise suggest about their social class status. What Reay and others have argued 

for is a less bounded conceptualisation of social class, which overlooks somewhat how 

individuals ‘feel’ about their class identity. It is this ‘feeling’ of class relations and 

identity that has pervaded the sociology of education literature, and that Bourdieu’s 

analysis, particularly through concepts such as ‘habitus’, has sought to uncover – that 

is, the embodiment of ‘different capitals’ and how this mediates movement through 

social space (Skeggs, 2012). 

That is not to say that Bourdieu was not concerned with the ‘positions’ that individuals 

take within a structure, as was Goldthorpe. Indeed, Bourdieu was concerned with 

individuals’ positionality in relation to one another – in social space – and the power 
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relations between actors. However, he was focused on this relational power in a 

multifaceted sense – not just how professional occupation can structure the class 

relations between individuals but how culture, for instance – how it is consumed, 

legitimated and used as a form of capital – can also structure class divisions and 

individuals’ capacity to move throughout social space. In this sense, Bourdieu was also 

concerned with the individual and their accumulated experiences and forms of capital. 

As Bourdieu (1986) argues: 

The social world is accumulated history, and if it is not to be reduced to a 

discontinuous series of instantaneous mechanical equilibria between agents 

who are treated as interchangeable particles, one must reintroduce into it the 

notion of capital and with it, accumulation and all its effects. 

What divides individuals within a social class schema, then, is not only the power they 

exert or lack within an occupational structure, nor the economic capital they derive from 

their occupation. Rather, social class difference relates to the individual’s history and 

context, the capital (and forms of capital) they have accumulated over time, and how 

that capital can be instrumentalised in different social fields; it is this focus on the 

individual and their context that gave rise to the critical realist approach discussed in 

Chapter Three.  

Centring on criticisms of ‘methodological nationalism’ (Beck and Grande, 2007), there 

has been debate in recent decades about what it means to ‘travel with Bourdieu’ 

(Kenway, 2017) and the relevance of his theoretical and conceptual approach in 

transnational settings, ‘where there is not one but many sets of competing cultural 

criteria that determine symbolic value’ (Ong, 1999, p. 89). Further, Kenway (ibid, p. 92) 

argues that, although what constitutes ‘high’ culture around the world is often skewed 

by tastes and attitudes in vogue in Western countries, ‘symbolic capital can only go so 

far in converting prestige and honour into social capital that will increase access to 

institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition in particular 

cultural economies.’ Along a similar vein, in the current study, the kind of cultural value 

that might be ascribed to a particular practice by the British students in Singapore 

would not necessarily be recognised with the same value in a UK social context. 

Indeed, it was likely – and apparent in some interviews – that the students in Apollo 

International School in the current study had cultural reference points and markers of 

identity that had been acquired as they travelled around the world and were different to 

what one might expect to hear from a privately-educated middle class child in the UK. 
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However, as Nowicka (2015, p. 18) argues, ‘the concept of field as defined by Bourdieu 

is primarily metaphorical and social, and not geographical’. Of course, there are various 

set of ‘rules of the game’ of higher education in different countries, for example, as well 

as multiple social fields. However, crucially from Bourdieu’s perspective, these fields 

overlap and interact. I would also argue that the internationalisation and globalisation of 

HE has consolidated a more globally integrated social field of higher education within 

which ‘rules’ and capitals (for example, credentials) are not necessarily nationally 

bounded, and so it seems appropriate to consider how social actors who are seemingly 

worlds apart interact with each other in this social space. I outline further Bourdieu’s 

theoretical approach below, particularly some of his key concepts, before examining 

how this approach has shaped the literature on the sociology of education and student 

mobilities.  

 

2.4. Bourdieu’s theory of practice 

 

2.4.1. Field 

For Bourdieu (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992) the concepts defined here are 

intertwined; they only work in conjunction (Bathmaker, 2015). Bourdieu and Wacquant 

(1992) argue that society is made up different ‘fields’, which can overlap with other 

fields, or which are autonomous in their structure – HE, for example, is considered by 

some to be an autonomous field with its own set of rules (Naidoo, 2004). A ‘field’ is a 

‘space of positions’ structured by the ‘distribution of the capital which governs success 

in [that particular] field’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). The space within a field is 

ordered, ‘[hierarchal] in the sense that agents and institutions occupy dominant and 

subordinate positions… [depending] on the amount of specific resources that are 

possessed in relation to other occupants’ (Naidoo, 2004, p. 458). A field is also an 

active and changing space, with a particular set of rules, norms and values, where 

capital and habitus interact. Although fields have been analogised in the literature as 

similar to sports fields, Burke et al (2016, p. 3) point out that in Bourdieu’s original 

conceptualisation, the term used was in fact ‘le champ, meaning battlefield, rather than 

le pre, which, on the other hand, offered images of a calm and conciliatory 

environment.’ 



23 
 

Again, HE is a field with a distinct set of rules about what positions in the field are 

‘dominant’ and what ‘scarce and highly desirable resources’ individuals are competing 

for (Crozier et al, 2008, p. 172). In the field of HE, the type of capital that is valued, not 

exclusively, is ‘academic’ capital linked to ‘scientific authority or intellectual renown’ 

(Naidoo, 2004, p 458). The more ‘academic capital’ the individual can accumulate, the 

higher the position they should be able to attain in theory. By bringing into the 

discussion capital and habitus (see below), it becomes easier to understand then how 

individuals are better or worse placed at the outset to compete for positions within the 

field because of the capital that is valued, and which affords one advantages within the 

field. Fields also overlap with each other. As Bathmaker (2015, p. 66) argues, the 

‘position of a particular field in relation to others, such as the field of employment’ in 

relation to the field of HE is also important for Bourdieu, for shaping the ‘rules’ of each 

field and what individual ‘contestants’ require in order to navigate and be successful in 

fields or to ‘fit in’ in certain regions of a field.  

We might also think of state education in England and an independent international 

school system as two separate and autonomous social fields. There are different sets 

of rules that govern these fields and that, in turn, position young people operating in the 

fields in different ways in relation to the HE field. In many international schools, for 

instance – including Apollo International School in this study – the IB is the 

predominant qualification that students work towards. However, the qualification is not 

only different in terms of course content and the structure of how students study. There 

are other subtler processes embedded within IB programmes, especially regarding the 

inculcation in young people studying on these programmes of ‘international 

mindedness’, what the International Baccalaureate Organisation (IBO, 2009, p.4) 

describe as: 

An attitude of openness to, and curiosity about, the world and different cultures. 

It is concerned with developing a deep understanding of the complexity, 

diversity and motives that underpin human actions and interactions. 

As such, IB students take part in a global capital accumulation ‘game’ (Doherty, Mu 

and Shield, 2009) and are better geared towards more geographically expansive 

futures. Outhwaite and Ferri (2017) have described the IB as a mechanism through 

which elite families secure futures for their children at elite universities. These are not 

intrinsic features of the state education system in the UK, within which students are 

typically geared towards universities within the UK. 
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Bourdieu (1977a, p. 494) spoke explicitly about education systems as fields; that, since 

the possession of cultural capital differs according to young people’s social class 

backgrounds and what gets transmitted within families, they are differentially positioned 

in relation to the demands made of the educational field: 

By doing away with giving explicitly to everyone what it implicitly demands of 

everyone, the educational system demands of everyone alike that they have 

what it does not give. This consists mainly of linguistic and cultural competence 

and that relationship of familiarity with culture which can only be produced by 

family upbringing when it transmits the dominant culture. 

We can see then that, because of the variety of forms of schooling and the forms of 

capital that are operating within families, it is more difficult for young people from lower 

social class backgrounds to succeed in the education system – to accumulate the 

‘right’ forms of capital in order to compete for the higher positions, which demand 

certain things from those seeking to reach for them.  

Zimdars, Sullivan and Heath (2009) question the extent to which there exist biases 

within the UK HE system against working-class pupils, who are less likely to embody 

the ‘character’ favoured by admissions tutors. They demonstrate how social 

reproduction occurs because the dominant cultural capital valued by the field is a kind 

favoured by and most likely to be possessed by those from better-off families. 

Draelants (2016) has argued that what constitutes ‘high’ and ‘popular’ culture has 

become a somewhat dated argument. He suggests culture has become less 

‘canonical.’ He adds, ‘the way of relating to culture (reflexive and distanced) can be 

more important in the distinction process than the precise choice of cultural objects.’ He 

suggests then that what matters in the accumulation of cultural capital is not 

necessarily the specificity of the cultural activity or ‘object’ partaken of or possessed, 

but how capable individuals are of ‘[converting] different types of resources into 

educational capital and social prospects’ and understanding how cultural capital 

corresponds with particular kinds of trajectories. Although this argument is legitimate in 

some regards, others have argued that cultural and other forms of capital still shape 

the HE field and who accesses what positions. Archer, Hollingworth and Halsall (2007), 

for instance, explore how perceptions of what ‘tastes’ and ‘styles’ are accepted by the 

HE field shape significantly the extent to which some young people from lower social 

class backgrounds align themselves with the HE field and the various positions up for 

grabs. 
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2.4.2. Habitus 

The habitus (Bourdieu, 1977a) constitutes the individual’s tastes, attitudes, judgements 

and behaviours, which become internalised through their experiences over time, and 

which influences their practices in the social world. As Bourdieu (2002, p. 27, emphasis 

in original) explains, the habitus is: 

A system of dispositions, that is of permanent manners of being, seeing, acting 

and thinking, or a system of long-lasting (rather than permanent) schemes or 

schemata or structures of perception, conception and action. 

As Burke et al (2016, p. 2) detail further, these ‘norms, values and dispositions [are] 

inculcated via the family, education and to a lesser extent the [individual’s] 

environment.’ The habitus is, then, highly unique to the individual, formed through their 

personal experiences and surroundings; it is not, as Burke et al (ibid) continue, ‘void of 

choice’ or individual agency, but is at least ‘influenced by social structures’, constituting 

a ‘socialised subjectivity’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 126). Further, and 

importantly for relating habitus to Bourdieu’s other central concepts (field and capital), 

habitus is the ‘embodiment’ of the social world (Bourdieu, 2010), manifest through 

individual manners of ‘standing, speaking, walking and thereby of feeling and thinking’ 

(Bourdieu, 1990, p. 70). As Reay (2004, p. 432) argues succinctly, it demonstrates ‘the 

ways in which not only in the body in the social world, but also… the social world is in 

the body.’ 

These embodied attitudes and dispositions become ‘naturalised’ ways of thinking about 

and being in the social world that are largely unconscious and arbitrary. As Bourdieu 

(1977a, p. 79-80) explains: 

The habitus is the universalising mediation which causes an individual agent’s 

practices, without either explicit reason or signifying intent, to be none the less 

‘sensible’ and ‘reasonable.’ 

In this sense, the individual’s habitus significantly influences their understanding of the 

social world and its structure, their positionality within that structure, and their 

acceptance – unconsciously to a high degree – and understanding of that structure. In 

Chapter Five of the current study, Emelia provides an example of this. When she visits 

Hong Kong – where her father lives – she is able to ingratiate herself within that 

particular cultural field because she has learnt to speak the language; her habitus, and 



26 
 

the ‘layers’ it has acquired (Reay, 2004) means she feels ‘very local’ when she is in 

Hong Kong, even though she is, for the most part, an outsider. Further, because of the 

ways individuals tend to be clustered together in all manner of ways in social space 

(Bourdieu, 1985), external or environmental forces shape not only the individual 

habitus, but the habitus of ‘groups’ – as Reay (2004, p. 434) argues, ‘class habitus or 

the habitus of classes.’ Bourdieu (1977a, p. 80) clarifies: 

The objective homogenising of the group or class habitus which result from the 

homogeneity of the conditions of existence is what enables practices to be 

objectively harmonised without any intentional calculation or conscious 

reference to a norm. 

As Reay (2004, p. 434) argues, it is this ‘whole collective history of family and class’ 

that certain ways of thinking and being, and particular trajectories become entrenched 

markers of social position and of what individuals are entitled to according to their 

social class background.  

Further, we can see how then the habitus of individuals who occupy particular spaces 

and environments shapes how those spaces come to be seen as being ‘for’ people 

who possess certain habitus. Savage (2015), citing empirical examples from the Paired 

Peers project, demonstrates how institutions themselves develop a particular habitus 

and that this becomes embedded in the attitudes individuals formulate about that 

institution. He shows how participants in the study drew on perceived markers of social 

class – clothes, behaviour – to distinguish between different types of HEI: that ‘one 

university’, in this case Bristol, ‘is more “middle-class” or “posh’ than another. Habitus, 

then, is about the dispositions individuals have, which are shaped by the capitals they 

accumulate, and bring with them into social fields, entrance to which and movement 

wherein is governed by particular rules and norms about what forms of behaviour and 

attitude are more legitimate or ‘naturalised’ within that field. 

 

2.4.3. Capital 

Capital is another principal concept in Bourdieu’s framework and provides a particularly 

useful way of understanding social class difference that goes beyond occupation or, in 

the context of studying young people, parental occupation. Rather than just economic 

capital, Bourdieu’s theory of capital extends to other less tangible forms of capital, most 
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potently in the literature, social, cultural and symbolic capital. These different forms 

have been central to much theoretical discussion on capital and will not be outlined 

extensively here. However, briefly, I will explain what they refer to.  

Economic capital, first of all, refers not only to income, but to accumulated economic 

wealth. Economic capital can be exchanged for other forms of capital (Bourdieu, 1986), 

which stands to reason; one needs a certain amount of economic capital in order to 

take part in some cultural activities. And it has been described by Bourdieu (2010) as 

representing an ‘active distance from necessity.’ Social capital refers to one’s social 

connections and the social networks a person has access to. Further, however, social 

capital also refers to the advantages that can be gained from such connections – even 

from weaker connections (Granovetter, 1973) through what Putnam (2002) calls 

‘bridging’ capital. It plays a significant role in sustaining social inequalities, particularly 

through the way social networks are ‘associated with different kinds of backgrounds’ 

(Savage, 2015, p. 149) in the way that people with similar occupations or from within 

the same ‘region’ of the social space tend to congregate socially. Bonding capital, on 

the other hand, works to ‘reinforce exclusive identities and homogenous groups’, as 

well as ‘[narrower] forms of self’ (Brown, 2012).  

Cultural capital is perhaps less tangible than the previous two forms. It can take the 

form of a spoken accent or language, where people holiday, their fashion sense, what 

they eat, whether they visit art galleries or the theatre. Some researchers have 

fragmented cultural capital into other various embodied forms, such as ‘linguistic 

capital.’ However, Bourdieu (1977b, p. 651) argued that ‘discourse is a symbolic asset 

which can receive different values depending on the market on which it is offered.’ In 

this sense, linguistic ‘competence’ depends on the social and cultural dynamics of the 

field and does not hold intrinsic objective value; it is also a part of the overall cultural 

arsenal the individual accumulates and takes with them into the field in order to 

distinguish him or herself from others (Bourdieu, 2010).  

Bourdieu’s theory is not that there is an objective hierarchy relating to the forms of 

cultural capital the individual possesses. However, his argument is that certain forms of 

cultural capital become legitimised within specific social fields and, as such, cultural 

capital becomes a form of capital that is ‘convertible’ into other forms of capital 

(Bourdieu, 1986); for example, possessing the right kind of cultural capital might enable 

easier access to a particular region of the HE field, which in turn could provide access 

to certain kinds of social capital and hence certain jobs, and even higher economic 
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capital in the future as a result. It can also be institutionalised through, most notably in 

Bourdieu’s work, educational qualifications. As Bourdieu (1986, emphasis in original) 

asserts, cultural capital exists in three forms:  

… embodied… in the form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body; in 

the objectified state, in the form of cultural goods (pictures, books, dictionaries, 

instruments, machines, etc.) … and in the institutionalised state.  

Finally, Bourdieu defines symbolic capital not as a ‘form’ of capital in itself. Rather, 

symbolic capital is derived from the ‘legitimation’ or ‘recognition’ of the other forms of 

capital according to the rules of a particular field. Obtaining a degree from the ‘posh’ 

university that Savage mentions above could be seen both as an acquisition of 

institutional cultural capital – in the form of a credential – but it is also symbolic in that, 

in particular fields, holding a degree from that specific type of institution carries with it a 

certain ‘prestige’ or ‘respectability’ (Skeggs, 1997) that can open up certain 

opportunities and trajectories in turn. 

Furthermore, capital accumulation is relative according to the social field one is 

operating within or attempting access to, as well as to the capital acquired by other 

actors. For example, a person could have much higher economic capital than their 

peers in their community, yet much lower than poorer people elsewhere. In the current 

study, for instance, some of the pupils at Millthorpe Academy are considerably 

economically better off than others in their school in terms of their parental income and 

social class position; they are, however, considerably economically poorer and operate 

in a very different region of social space than the students who attend Apollo 

International School. Additionally, capital works in conjunction with and shapes the 

habitus in a number of ways. The capital the individual accumulates shapes the 

development of their habitus over time. Growing up with little economic capital may 

imbue a particular attitude towards debt or risk, which in turn, could affect the kind of 

cultural capital they are able to accumulate in the future by determining what type of 

university they are able to attend. Not having enough of the ‘right kind’ or legitimate 

cultural capital – the kind that might be respected at a ‘posh’ university – could 

predispose the individual towards certain types of HE spaces, one where they are more 

likely to find people with habitus like theirs. 
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2.5. Bourdieu in student mobilities research 

The theory of practice outlined above has been utilised extensively in the student 

mobilities literature to demonstrate how young people occupy different positions – 

dominant and subordinate – in relation to the HE field. This is because of the capital 

they bring with them into the field, and how that capital is ‘valued’ by the field. This 

became an important consideration in my own study. In several cases, students I 

interviewed at Millthorpe Academy, for instance, referred to spoken accent as a form of 

cultural capital. Using a Bourdieusian approach, others have shown not only how those 

from lower social class backgrounds are disadvantaged structurally because the capital 

valued most in the field – for example, the ‘posh’ness of Serena’s friend in the current 

study – tends to be that possessed by those from middle-class backgrounds. But 

young people from working-class backgrounds are disadvantaged in other more subtle 

ways because of how they perceive and are treated by the field.  

For some, their habitus is ‘misaligned’ with the HE field, perhaps because they have 

grown up in an environment where going to university is not the ‘done thing.’ Reay, 

Crozier and Clayton (2010) have spoken of the ‘discomforts’ experienced by some 

working-class youth when their habitus encounters the socially and culturally 

‘unfamiliar’ field of HE. Meanwhile, the experience of middle-class youth is a more 

comfortable one, in terms of how they perceive the field of HE and their positionality in 

relation to it. For example, the students from Apollo International School, in the current 

study, exuded confidence and spoke of the ease with which they navigated between 

seemingly diverse cultural environments. In this section, I explore how Bourdieu’s 

approach has been utilised to explore the sociology of students’ mobilities. 

 

2.5.1. ‘Fish out of water’: Working-class student mobilities  

In 2012, former UK Prime Minister David Cameron declared: 

It’s that toxic culture of low expectations – that lack of ambition for every child – 

which has held this country back. 

It is a standpoint that has been repeated throughout policy and popular discourse. 

However, rather than questioning why some young people have low expectations of 

themselves, Cameron’s assertion arguably passes responsibility onto young people for 
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their own outcomes. Not only does he ignore the underlying factors and contexts that 

generate such expectations but makes sweeping assumptions about what working-

class young people’s expectations are. Contrary to that argument, it has been argued 

in the sociological literature that not only do many working-class youth harbour high 

aspirations (Archer, DeWitt and Wong, 2014; Evans, 2016) but their expectations for 

the future are shaped by their social and cultural contexts.  

As Reay, Harry and Ball (2001) show, the working-class youth in their study take into 

consideration various factors and constraints that do not impact on the decisions of 

those from more middle-class backgrounds in the study. These considerations related 

not only to the practical and material issues faced by some when thinking about where 

or how far away to study; the issues are also emotional and psychological. As the 

authors show, some react to the prospect of entering the HE field with trepidation about 

whether or not they will ‘fit in’ with the student population they expect to find at 

particular institutions. Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992, p. 127) refer to this sense of 

‘fitting in’ as being like a ‘fish in [or out] of water: 

When the habitus encounters a social world of which it is the product, it is like a 

‘fish in water’; it does not feel the weight of the water and it takes the world 

about itself for granted. 

Meanwhile, the opposite applies to those, mostly working-class young people, who feel 

out of place – or like ‘fish out of water’ – because they sense their habitus does not fit 

with the expectations and demands of the field.  

However, this is not always the case, as Reay, Crozier and Clayton (2009) show in a 

later study of working-class youth at elite British universities. They find that, 

paradoxically, their participants felt more like ‘fish out of water’ at their state secondary 

schools, where they were surrounded by ‘people like them’, than they did at the elite 

university they attended. That said, they argue that the students’ resilience and 

motivation to progress to elite universities stemmed from their ‘learner’ identities and 

their practice throughout childhood of alternating between social and learner identities. 

They also reveal the students had ‘out of field’ experiences upon arriving at their elite 

university, demonstrating not only the lack of social diversity of the institution but the 

misalignment between themselves and the elite HE field, even though they were highly 

academically able. Still, that they attended the institution and managed to maintain 

strong ties to their home place and families is, as Reay, Crozier and Clayton (2009) 

argue, the exception and not the rule. 
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Archer, Hollingworth and Halsall (2007) focus similarly on the misalignment of working-

class young people’s identities with the HE field. However, in this study, the focus is 

more so on young people’s embodied identities – their ‘tastes’ and ‘styles’ – and how 

they perceive their positionality in relation to the HE field. The way some working-class 

youth, already marginalised in popular discourse, distinguish their tastes and styles in 

class terms from others is neatly captured by one of their participants, who asserts, 

‘you wouldn’t really expect [upper class] people to come out in Nike tracksuits and 

stuff… but people like us they’re just – we’re Nike.’ The authors show how this 

appropriation of taste and style is used not only to generate capital and a sense of 

value from a disadvantaged social location. But it was an attempt to make up for the 

value they did not have with regards to the academic field. Further, their cultural 

distinction mediated their sense of ‘fit’ in relation to HE, resulting in a feeling of 

difference or distance from those who do perform identities that are compatible with 

and respected in the HE field.  

We can see in these studies the power of the habitus in shaping how comfortable and 

‘at home’ the individual feels within and outside of the HE field. While for the students 

in Reay, Crozier and Clayton (2009) study, their highly academic learner identities 

enabled them to transcend their social location and achieve dominant positions in the 

HE field, Archer, Hollingworth and Halsall (2007) demonstrated how the identities 

performed by some working-class youth are misrecognised within the HE field and can 

imbue some with a sense of alienation or a concerted distancing of themselves from 

the field. Elsewhere in the literature, middle-class youth have been presented as more 

‘at home’ and like ‘fish in water’ in relation to the HE field because they are 

predisposed to academically successful futures and because they possess the capital 

and habitus that ensure their easier transition to the HE field. 

 

2.5.2. Concerted cultivation of character: Middle-class student mobilities  

A key argument made in the sociology of education literature centres on the work that 

goes on in middle-class families and in schools with predominantly middle-class 

student populations to secure future positions of relative advantage for middle-class 

youth. Vincent and Ball (2007, 1,074) have referred to this process of ‘concerted 

cultivation’ (Crozier, Reay and James, 2011) as the ‘production of a new generation of 

middle-class cultural omnivores.’ Maxwell and Aggleton (2013) focus on this cultivation 

of middle-class predispositions towards ‘becoming accomplished’ in the context of 
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private education. They outline the value that middle-class families seek to derive from 

private schooling in order to secure more advantaged positions for their children in the 

future. Crucially, private education features in the narratives of their participants not 

always as a form of concerted cultivation but as a taken for granted educational 

practice. They are engaged in acquiring particular and subtler ‘sensibilities and bodily 

dispositions which enabled them to come across as able, convincing, confident, 

articulate, reflective, sociable, mature and poised.’ As such, they were not necessarily 

as, Vincent and Ball (2007) argue, simply consuming specific cultural capital. Rather, 

they were developing a character that distanced them implicitly and subtly from 

working-class youth.  

Abrahams (2018, p. 1144) has argued that, ‘through a process of “concerted 

cultivation”, [middle-class children] are inculcated with forms of symbolically legitimated 

capitals required through extensive engagement in extra-curricular activities.’ This was 

another disparity between the groups that was revealed in the current study, 

particularly in terms of what the students in each school had access to on their 

campus. Extra-curricular activities in particular – ranging from sport to charitable 

‘services’ – was something that permeated interviews at Apollo International School; 

however, this was a topic largely absent in interviews at Millthorpe Academy. 

Private or ‘independent’ schools in particular are key sites where this concerted 

cultivation takes place. Walford (2009) makes an interesting point about the perceived 

educational effectiveness of such schools – that because the students who attend them 

tend to go onto successful futures, disproportionately so, there is a belief rife in the 

public and policy consciousness about their value as institutions. Arguably, as Courtois 

(2014) argues, the success of students from these schools is most likely to do with the 

subtler processes of character development the schools engage in.  

This concerted development of a particular kind of character is not exclusive to those 

attending private schools. The literature suggests a certain character or identity is 

favoured by the HE field and that middle-class youth more generally, because of the 

cultivation that occurs within families and at school, are best placed to live up to this 

identity and meet the expectations of the field. Part of this is achieved through the 

knowledge some middle-class young people have about their positionality in relation to 

their class ‘others’ (Hollingworth and Williams, 2009). As Maxwell and Aggleton (2010) 

also demonstrate, the middle-class girls in their study differentiate themselves from 

working-class youth, particularly through the distinctions they draw between state and 
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private schools. However, they also distinguish between different forms of middle-

classness, most usually in relation to economic wealth and relative privilege.  

This distinguishing the self from others is also, according to Savage et al (1992) and 

Savage (2015), part of the project of an aesthetic self, whereby middle-class youth 

appropriate and incorporate into their identities elements of other (i.e. working-class) 

cultural identities and practices. In this sense, through their wide-ranging capital 

accumulation, the middle-class self accrues – and, in the process, redefines – a 

broader range of cultural capital that can be used to their advantage.  

This sense of distinction and relative advantage, as well as the development of a 

particular ‘character’ or identity enables middle-class youth to enter the HE field with a 

greater degree of ease. Patiniotis and Holdsworth (2005) argued that through a 

familiarity with the field, acquired as a result of a family history of attending university 

as well as the accumulation of legitimate cultural capital, middle-class youth experience 

a smoother and easier transition to the HE field. Some have argued that middle-class 

youth develop a sense of ‘entitlement’ to the dominant positions in the HE field (Crozier 

et al, 2008), particularly those who attend elite schools (Gaztambide-Fernández, Cairns 

and Desai, 2013). This entitlement and confidence, as well as a habitus that is more 

suited to elite HE spaces, as well as to the HE field more generally, enables middle-

class youth to transition to university more easily and to feel at home once they are 

there. 

 

2.5.3. The globally mobile elite 

Researchers have in recent years turned their attention to emergent class groupings of 

British young people which exist somewhat beyond national borders. As Yemini, 

Maxwell and Mizrachi (2019) argue: 

Global processes are blurring the geopolitical boundaries between countries 

and regions, forging closer connections between social and economic systems 

worldwide (Ball et al, 2010). 

This has led to the formation of new ‘social structures’ which converge in ‘global cities’ 

(Sassen, 2005) as companies and organisations stretch out globally the movement of 

capital. Sassen (ibid, p. 40) argues that ‘the concept of the global city introduces a 
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strong emphasis on strategic components of the global economy.’ Further, she 

suggests (ibid, p. 39) that: 

… the network of these cities is a space that is both place-centred in that it is 

embedded in particular and strategic locations; and it is transterritorial because 

it connects sites that are not geographically proximate yet are intensely 

connected to each other. 

Elsewhere, Massey (2007) has argued that the connectedness of these cities runs 

deeper than at the economic level; they also generate global circuits of power that are 

social and political. For instance, from these structured and globally connected 

networks have emerged new ‘social class factions’ (Yemini, Maxwell and Mizrachi, 

2019) including the GMC (Ball and Nikita, 2014) who operate transnationally, outside of 

traditional national social structures, and the TNCC, as Bunnell et al (2020) argue is an: 

Elite body of transient, expatriated, parents serving and employed by multi-

national agencies has always had education options available that includes 

educational institutions within the wide arena of ‘elite International Schooling’… 

Although the ‘International School’ defies exact, consensus definition it can be 

contemporarily identified within a complex framework that views them as: 

“Schools with a global outlook located mainly outside an English-speaking 

country delivering a non-national curriculum at least partly in English’ (Bunnell, 

2020 p.10).” 

This curriculum is typically delivered via the IB, a purpose of which is to instil 

international school students with ‘international mindedness’ (Hill, 2012) and a globally 

reflexive disposition. Students of the IB, as previously pointed out, are also equipped 

with the tools to ‘play the admissions game’ to access elite HEIs around the world (Lee 

and Wright, 2016; Lee, Wright and Walker, 2016, p. 60). 

Arguably, what sets these globally mobile youth apart from the British ‘middle-class’ 

students discussed above is their access to and accumulation of social and cultural 

capital that is relevant and usable in a more global or transnational context. Watters 

(2016) and Bathmaker, Ingram and Waller (2013) have explored the potential 

advantages generated for those who belong to global social networks, who can play 

the ‘rules of the game’ not just of a national HE system, but of those in other countries. 

In truth, like the middle-class girls in Maxwell and Aggleton’s (2013) study, these 

students are also attempting to become ‘accomplished’; they are also developing 
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characters and identities that distance them from other social actors in social space. 

However, while the students in studies like these are attempting to distinguish 

themselves in more of a national social structure, the globally mobile elite are doing so 

at an international or global level.  

They occupy the transnational social space Pries (2001, p. 69) describes as: 

Pluri-local frames of reference which structure everyday practices, social 

positions, employment trajectories and biographies, and human identities, and 

simultaneously exist above and beyond the social contexts of national societies. 

Indeed, the participants from Apollo International School in the current study did not 

define their social and cultural identities within a frame of reference to a British national 

class system or hierarchy; they were concerned with where they were located – 

socially and culturally – globally. 

That is not to say that this global reflexivity applies only to transnationally or globally 

mobile youth attending elite schools. Indeed, Forbes and Lingard (2015) demonstrate 

how the Scottish private schoolgirls in their study are developing habitus and distinction 

in relation to global labour markets. However, they are doing so in situ. This no doubt 

distinguishes them from others in their localities, in Scotland and in the UK. However, 

crucially, globally mobile elite youth are developing cosmopolitan habitus and capital 

(Friedman, 2018) through their movements around the world and temporary stays in 

and attachments in other places. In the current study, this is reflected in the multiple 

attachments to place that the participants from Apollo International School have. Their 

migration and travel meant their habitus underwent regular restructuring (Reay, 2004) 

transnationally and ensured they understood ‘a lot of cultures’, as Jude – one of the 

students from Apollo International School – put it.  

 

2.5.4. Limitations of the Bourdieusian approach 

A common criticism regarding Bourdieu’s framework for exploring social divisions 

centres on the issue of structure vs. agency. In particular, his concept of habitus has 

been challenged for inadequately accounting for individuals’ agency in their own lives. 

Skeggs (2011), for example, argued that Bourdieu’s conceptual framework neglects the 

attempts at resistance and the resilience of the working-class in the face of 
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marginalisation, as was similarly identified in Archer, Hollingworth and Halsall (2007) 

study. Reay (2004, p. 432) however argues this view misconstrues somewhat 

‘Bourdieu’s rationale for developing the concept’, which attempts to overcome the 

agency-structure binary. As Bourdieu (1989, p. 14) himself contended, his position was 

one of ‘structural constructivism’: 

By structuralism, or structuralist, I mean that there exist, within the social world 

itself and not only within symbolic systems (language, myths, etc.), objective 

structures independent of the consciousness and will of agents, which are 

capable of guiding and constraining their practices or their representations. By 

constructivism, I mean that there is a twofold social genesis, on the one hand of 

the schemes of perception, thought and action which are constitutive of what I 

call habitus, and on the other hand of social structures, and particularly of what I 

call fields and of groups, notably those we ordinarily call social class. 

He argues then that although young people have a degree of agency over their choices 

and actions, their future potentialities and what they perceive to be a possible trajectory 

are mediated by underlying structures as well as by the structure of a field (Reay, 

2004).  

It could also be argued that the pervasive use of Bourdieu’s theoretical and conceptual 

framework in the sociology of education literature (Reay, 2004) has strengthened the 

binary model of thinking about student mobilities from a social class perspective. That 

is to say that, while concepts such as cultural capital undoubtedly have proven effective 

for demonstrating young people’s positionalities in relation to the HE field (Ball, 2010; 

Ingram, 2009), less focus has been paid to more nuanced perspectives and 

experiences afforded by a spatial approach to student mobilities. As Finn (2017, p. 

745) has argued: 

Reading students’ mobility choices solely in terms of oppositional class 

positions is limiting for the ways mobilities are understood; it obscures their 

nuanced and multifaceted nature and loses sight of the ways mobility decisions 

are complexly embedded in ‘national and local connections and their 

significance for young people irrespective of their social-class position’ 

(Donnelly and Evans, 2016, p. 88). 
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A spatial approach, then, considers the complex imaginaries of place and space young 

people possess, as well as how social and spatial factors interrelate to mediate the 

student mobilities of young people. 

 

2.6. The spatial nature of the social structure 

That said, there are elements of Bourdieu’s theory that are inherently spatial, despite 

this not being a central to his approach. As Cresswell (2002) observes, Bourdieu has 

made a substantial contribution to theoretical human geography, particularly through 

his ideas about individuals’ embodiment of the social world. It is clear above in the 

outline of his theory of practice that individually developed ways of ‘standing, speaking, 

walking’, which represent this embodiment, are mediated by the spatial world – how a 

person speaks, their local accent, is a particularly overt representation of where they 

have grown up and, potentially, their social and cultural identity. As Wacquant (2018, p. 

99) explains, citing Bourdieu, in his development of this argument: 

It follows that all the divisions and distinctions of social space (high/low, 

left/right, etc.) are really and symbolically expressed in appropriated physical 

space as reified social space (Bourdieu, 1997: 162). 

From an urban studies perspective, Wacquant maintains that social space is reflected 

in and shapes physical space and the physical arrangements of the social order. In an 

explicit example of this, he points to the ‘elective seclusion of the dominant class in 

reserved upscale quarters’ as another manifestation of power relations between 

classes.  

There are also spatial elements intrinsic to Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, habitus and 

field. The opportunity to accumulate capital is contingent on the amount of capital up 

for grabs in a particular geographic location or space. Ingram (2009) argues that ‘for 

many working-class children, locality, identity and educational success are all 

powerfully connected’ and that ‘belonging to a working-class locality and having a 

working-class identity can lock together to construct powerful boundaries.’ She 

demonstrates in her study how social activity and social structure are performed and 

lived in specific spaces within a locality. Further than this, however, she argues that 

local identity and individual habitus are interconnected – that there is a ‘local habitus’ 

that reflects and shapes the group habitus of young people who live there. Fields are 
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also spatial. If the dominant culture legitimated by the HE field is that possessed mostly 

by middle-class youth, it stands to reason that those who live in a predominantly 

middle-class locality and attend a school with an institutional habitus that prepares its 

pupils for academically successful futures will be better place – geographically – to 

compete for the most dominant positions in the HE field. 

However, as I explore more thoroughly later in the chapter, although this spatial 

approach has been incorporated within Bourdieusian and other studies of student 

mobilities (Hinton, 2011; Donnelly and Evans, 2016; Henderson, 2020), there are 

certain theoretical and methodological shortcomings that have limited the scope of this 

body of literature. For example, while Ingram’s (2009) approach affords attention to the 

spatial nature and local specificities of habitus formation, it does not uncover 

individuals’ wider spatial imaginaries and the wider spatial forces and processes that 

constitute their identities and life in their local area. It is this attention to the spatial that 

some theorists from the field of human geography argue is needed and which has been 

taken up by some researchers in student mobilities research (Clayton et al, 2009; 

Beech, 2014; Evans, 2016; Henderson, 2020). This is also a contribution this thesis 

intends to make, through its engagement with participants’ perceptions of a wider, 

relational geography. I outline some of these theoretical approaches next, before 

exploring how a spatial approach to studies of social inequalities in HE have elicited 

more nuanced perspectives on student mobilities. 

 

2.6.1. Why focus on the spatial? 

As theorists like Massey (1993; 1994; 2005; 2007), Urry (2007), Savage (2015), 

Wacquant (2007; 2018) and others have shown, social structures are inherently spatial 

in nature. That is to say that, in all number of complex ways, there are spatial 

structures that function alongside, that act on and that reflect social structures. For 

example, in relation to this thesis, it matters where a young person lives, not just their 

social class identity or background; a lack of HE institutions in one region, for instance, 

can impact significantly on the choices available to young people in that region – and 

not just on those from working-class backgrounds, as Mangan et al (2010) 

demonstrate. Beyond this, more intangible spatial structures (barriers, horizons, 

hierarchies) are at play in young people’s decision making. And young people’s 

perceptions and experiences of these structures produce powerful imaginaries about 

what is expected and possible for ‘people from round here’, for instance (Allen and 
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Hollingworth, 2013); this was certainly the case for the participants from Millthorpe 

Academy in the current study. 

Massey’s theoretical work on human geography has been instrumental in casting light 

on these spatial structures. For example, she points to the spatial unevenness of 

economic development and the power relations that connect (or disconnect) places 

and people. Massey’s initial standpoint is one that is expressly similar to Bourdieu’s: 

that there are ‘unequal relationships [in the context of capital production]… which imply 

positions of dominance and subordination’ and that it is this relationality that is 

important in the study of social class (Massey, 1994, p. 87). Beyond this, however, 

Massey develops a compelling argument for why these power relations are inherently 

spatial – that, in the context of capital production, for instance, there exist spatial 

structures.  

In one sense, this takes a perhaps obvious and more physical form; as Massey 

exemplifies, ‘the location of headquarters in one region/country/local area and of 

branch plants in another will be reflected in the social compositions of those places.’ In 

this sense, the spatial organisation of people and groups of people mirrors, to some 

degree, the social division of labour. This stands to reason and reflects how social 

class and cultural identities have come to be associated with particular places (see 

Stenning (2008); or Charlesworth (2000), who offers a detailed account of how 

Rotherham’s historic industrial identity and labour market has shaped the cultural and 

classed identities of people there). Again, this was reflected in the narratives and 

perspectives of students in the current study. In Rotherham, deindustrialisation had 

diminished any sense of the town’s importance and productivity; and its decline was 

closely tied to what participants thought about their positionality within a social 

structure. At Apollo International School, on the other hand, students felt their place 

was ‘central’ in numerous ways (economically, geographically, culturally) and that they 

too were, in a sense, at the centre of things, as opposed to on the periphery.  

So, places reflect and are intertwined with the social and cultural identities of the 

people who live there. Further than this, however, Massey argues for a 

conceptualisation of the local and local identities in relation to and in the context of 

wider spatial and social structures and the relationalities between places. Massey 

(1994, p. 5) suggests: 

The identities of places are always unfixed, contested and multiple. And the 

particularity of any place is, in these terms, constructed not by placing 
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boundaries around it and defining its identity through counterposition to the 

other which lies beyond, but precisely (in part) through the specificity of the mix 

of links and interconnections to that ‘beyond.’ Places viewed this way are open 

and porous. 

The identities of place are, then, formed in relation to elsewhere and adaptive to 

external social, economic and political forces. The suggestion here is that places have 

multiple social and cultural identities that are formed to some extent through the social 

and spatial divisions of labour; but these identities are also formed through the 

relationalities and connections (and differences) between places. 

 

2.6.2. Power geometry and territorial stigmatisation 

To support this idea, Massey developed the concept of ‘power-geometry’ to draw 

attention to the ways power flows through (or around) places. She explains (1993, p. 

61): 

Different social groups and different individuals are placed in very distinct ways 

[according to their social class and their geographic location] in relation to… 

flows and interconnections [of power or capital, for instance]. This point 

concerns not merely the issue of who moves and who doesn’t, although that is 

an important element of it; it is also about power in relation to the flows and the 

movement. 

Skeggs (2004, 49) provides an example of this in the context of mobility, arguing that 

‘mobility is a resource to which not everyone has an equal relationship’, highlighting the 

‘symbolic dimensions of the cultures of mobility’ (Sheller and Urry, 2006). Donnelly and 

Gamsu (2019) have explored how young people themselves perceive of these power-

geometries when deciding where to study for university. They found that individual 

students’ perceptions of and positionalities within these power structures were powerful 

in shaping their narratives of the self and imagined futures. It was this power-geometry 

that meant many at Millthorpe Academy felt marginalised.  

Power-geometry and the relational identities of places have been drawn on in other 

sociological literature to demonstrate how class identities are geographically nuanced 

within the UK. Stenning (2008, p. 100), for example, argued: 
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Working-classness is placed. It is performed and constructed within 

communities and, in turn, shapes the spaces of community, economy, politics 

and much more. It is often within the spaces of community – local and not so 

local – and spatial practices of work and life that subjectivities and materialities 

intersect. 

Here, Stenning argues for a much more nuanced understanding of social class, one 

that demands careful consideration of the specificities of the local context in which 

people live. Further, by this logic, and in the context of the current study, working-class 

young people growing up in a deindustrialised, geographically ‘peripheral’ northern 

England town are likely to have had quantitatively and qualitatively different 

experiences to those growing up in, say, Central London or the south-east. 

We can begin to see then that not only does place and geographic location matter 

when it comes to students’ mobility decisions, but also important are the wider power-

geometries at play, and the socio-spatial structures that underpin them. Wacquant 

(2007) develops a theory about how these relationalities between places and identities 

of places that are produced can result in powerful imaginaries about places and the 

people who live in them. He advances the concept of ‘territorial stigmatisation’ to 

demonstrate how stigmatising ideas about places crystallise in popular discourse and 

in dominant public imaginaries. This is an example of how symbolic power is wielded to 

subordinate people in particular places according to a cultural code. Crossley (2017) 

demonstrates how this territorial stigmatisation is a powerful way through which 

perceptions of places are created and perpetuated, often on the basis of the poverty 

that characterises those places. He argues (p. 46): 

Just as certain poor people become associated with alleged problematic 

behaviour, with little regard for structural influences, so do some poor 

neighbourhoods. 

And Wacquant, Slater and Borges Pereira (2014, p. 1,273) elaborate, disadvantaged 

neighbourhoods: 

Come to be universally renowned and reviled across class and space… their 

names circulate in the discourses of journalism, politics and scholarship, as well 

as in ordinary conversations… this sulphurous image prevails not just among 

social and cultural elites… [but] those who dwell in these damned districts. 
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By this reckoning, places take on identities that by and large become the received 

knowledge and wisdom about what that place represents and the people who live 

there. These imaginaries of place are powerful. They comprise grouped perceptions of 

place and point to how space is ‘carved up’ socially and culturally in people’s minds. I 

revisit this concept of the socio-spatial ‘imaginary’ in the methodology chapter (Chapter 

Three) and explain how I elicited these unique perceptions from my participants. 

Butler, Chafran and Carpenter (2018) offer a fascinating account of how territorial 

stigmatisation is produced not only by people who have no real connection with place, 

but by people themselves living in places that are stigmatised, whose denigration of 

their own place most likely represents an attempt to ‘expel place from self-identity.’ This 

is an interesting finding and one that resonates with some work on youth living in 

stigmatised places (Reay and Lucey, 2000). However, despite the obvious connections 

made in such studies between class identity and experience, and the spatial structures 

that shape them, there is not a great deal of literature that has focused on the role 

territorial stigmatisations and the relationalities between different places they produce 

in research on students’ mobilities.  

Further, and importantly for the current study, this spatialisation occurs in different 

ways for the globally mobile elite. For example, Jöns and Hoyler (2013) show that 

among highly-ranked institutions are: 

Universities form four regional clusters in the core of the world economy, 

namely in North America, Europe, East Asia and Australia... South America and 

Africa are basically off this map, confirming wider economic disparities between 

the global North and South as well as the underrepresentation of non-

Anglophone universities in rankings. 

Crucially, and as I show in the analysis chapters, the globally mobile elite do carve up 

and territorially stigmatise space in particular ways. Felix, one of the students from 

Apollo International School, provides a prime example of this when he discounts huge 

swathes of the global south because it comprises ‘countries that aren’t really doing very 

well.’ He explained that he tries ‘to stay clear of those.’ Further, the globally mobile elite 

are less susceptible to developing identities that are ‘spatialised’ or ‘localised’ in the 

way working-class young people are, like those from Millthorpe Academy in the current 

study. They are also less likely to be ‘marginalised’ or pinned down to a particular place 

because they have much weaker attachments to place. 
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2.6.3. The spatial turn in student mobilities research 

Although a relational spatial approach has been somewhat lacking in the student 

mobilities literature, a strong literature base that focuses on student mobilities through 

a more spatial lens has emerged in recent decades. White and Green (2011) for 

example draw attention to the roles place attachment and social capital (the right kinds 

of social capital) shape young people’s orientations towards potential future career 

opportunities. Interestingly, they go onto suggest that policymaking and scholarship 

should recognise the need to ‘widen horizons’ for young people living in deprived 

places and develop ways through which to encourage young people to think beyond 

the spatial horizons they set for themselves. However, Evans (2016), in her exploration 

of the spatial horizons and anticipated futures of young people living in two localities in 

Wales, shows this to be a potentially limiting viewpoint. In her study, some of the 

participants living in the Rhondda perceived an almost total lack of any opportunities to 

develop a ‘professional identity’ through HE and, as such, leaving was their only option 

to realise a ‘successful’ future. Many then had developed ‘wide’ spatial horizons and 

demonstrated this by understanding the necessity to leave and pursue opportunities 

elsewhere. However, for those with limited resources, leaving the local area was 

unimaginable. Evans demonstrated how being mobile, in this case, was not just 

contingent on the young people having the capacity to imagine ‘wide’ spatial horizons. 

Rather, their access to the necessary capital and resources, as well as their 

relationships with their locality and their local conditions, were also highly important in 

shaping what was possible for them spatially.  

Further, young people’s mobility decisions – and their opportunities to be mobile – have 

frequently been associated with their apparent positioning in social space or their social 

class background. In the literature on international student mobilities, Brooks and 

Waters, for example, have examined middle-class orientations towards international 

study within the context of a bourgeoning international HE space. The middle-class 

students in their study were pursuing options abroad as a result of their failure to 

secure places in elite universities in the UK; studying abroad in this case provided the 

opportunity to stay ahead of the game and differentiate themselves from others in a 

highly stratified HE field. Mobility for university within and beyond the UK has also been 

found to correspond to some degree with one’s social class background. Reay, Harry 

and Ball (2005) have highlighted the ‘friction of distance’ encountered or perceived by 

some working-class youth in particular, while those from higher social class 

backgrounds are less likely to experience material and emotional limits to moving 
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away. Further, Macdonald et al (2005) have demonstrated how mobility practices relate 

to socioeconomic situation and access to capital.  

Other studies have shown how these boundaries, horizons and mobility intentions are 

formulated in other more subtle ways. Returning to Ingram’s (2009) work on local 

habitus, although some of her participants expressed their desire to move away from 

their ‘shit’ or ‘crap’ local area, they were still ‘fastened’ to the local area through strong 

family and friendship ties and the value they represented. Clayton et al (2009) showed 

how some of the working-class young people in their study sought to ‘cushion’ the 

friction caused by moving away from their locality by moving more laterally to places 

that felt socially and culturally familiar and closer – i.e. to other perceptibly working-

class localities.  

In other literature, researchers have drawn attention to the ways in which markers of 

social and spatial origin mediate the affective practices of working-class young people 

in HE. Spoken accent is one such marker – potentially of both social class and 

geographic identity – and was found in Loveday’s (2016) study to induce shame in 

those who do not embody class identities that are considered more legitimate and 

acceptable by other actors in the field. One participant in the study recalled how one of 

her classmates, who had ‘such beautiful received pronunciation’, had described the 

accent of local students at her university in the Midlands as ‘stupid’, and the 

‘paralysing’ effect this had on her.  

Regarding those from more socioeconomically advantaged backgrounds, their capacity 

to navigate the socio-spatial structures of the HE field are arguably made easier 

because they already possess social and cultural identities and habitus that are 

considered more ‘respectable’ in the field (Skeggs, 1997). As shown in Clayton et al’s 

(2009) study, while those from working-class backgrounds sought similarity and 

familiarity in their decision making about where to study, those from middle-class 

backgrounds in the study were happier to move away from home to pursue HE. They 

were less inhibited by and apprehensive about being spatially mobile for university 

study, which has become an accepted and arguably more legitimised component in the 

transition to university (Cairns, 2014; Finn and Holton, 2019). Living at home and not 

moving away for university study, on the other hand, stands in contrast as a form of 

‘doing university’ that is valued less (Christie, 2007). 

Further, while working-class young people have been found to seek out destinations 

that are socially and culturally familiar, so too did some of the middle-class students in 
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Donnelly and Gamsu’s (2019, p. 9) study. In one account, Samuel, a middle-class 

student, wanted to live in a place that was, ‘closer’ to London and so had selected 

Edinburgh as one of his choices. However, the closeness he described was, as he 

acknowledged, not a physical proximity, but a social and cultural proximity to what he 

was used to. ‘Closeness’ here was represented in the ‘look’ and ‘feel’ of the city, as 

well as its ‘middle [classness].’ This is an interesting account of the power-geometries 

people perceive and the way relationalities between places are produced not through 

physical closeness, but through their social and cultural identities and the people who 

inhabit certain spaces. 

Finally, Henderson (2020) has recently provided arguably one of the most spatially-

sensitive studies in the student mobilities field. Through semi-structured interviews, she 

focused on her participants’ relationships with and perceptions of the relationalities of 

place; the boundaries and geometries they imagined; their experiences of mobility 

within and outside of their place; and their imagined spatial futures. In doing so, this 

study provides some interesting insights into the role of the spatial in students’ mobility 

decisions and imagined futures in ways that have been largely absent from the 

literature. 

 

2.6.4. Limitations of the spatial approach to student mobilities 

Although there has been increased focus on the spatial nature of student mobilities, 

and how place and space shape young people’s orientations towards HE, there are 

numerous limitations throughout this literature that the current study aims to address. 

The first relates to how student mobilities have come to be understood and measured 

in research: typically, as the momentary event of leaving the family home to start 

university. Finn (2017, p. 743) has neatly captured how student mobilities, in the UK 

HE context, have traditionally been defined in narrow terms: 

Student mobility is generally understood as ‘the semi-permanent move 

associated with leaving home and migrations over distance rather than mobility 

and every-day life’, despite the fact that students are ‘constantly on the move’ in 

all manner of ways (Holdsworth, 2009, p. 1,849).  

She argues that by (mis)understanding student mobilities as ‘spectacular, one-off 

events’, scholarship has become somewhat preoccupied with binary models of student 
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mobilities, whereby individuals and groups are frequently categorised through 

dichotomies of ‘either local/non-local’ and ‘mobile/immobile’ (ibid, p. 755). Finn (2017, 

p. 743) argues further that, by classifying student mobilities using these limiting 

dichotomous frameworks, researchers have traditionally overlooked the everyday 

‘movements, flows, stops and starts that emerge relationally, emotionally and 

temporally.’  

Donnelly and Gamsu (2019) have exemplified how, for instance, assuming that 

working-class students are less mobile while middle-class students are mobile 

overlooks the identifications with place that middle-class students also formulate. They 

demonstrate that young people’s spatial or place-based identities shape their 

orientations towards HE; they also show, however, that this mediating of mobilities by 

place is not necessarily a phenomenon that affects only the working-class. Following 

closer engagement with contemporary theoretical advancements in mobilities and 

human geography (e.g. Urry, 2007), they and others (for example, Finn, 2017; Donnelly 

and Evans, 2016; Holton, 2015; Henderson, 2020) have adopted more spatial 

approaches to student mobilities’ research. Rather than prioritising the singular, 

physical acts of moving from one place to another, they have foregrounded the 

processes of mobility. As Urry (2007, p. 9) argues, mobility concerns flow and 

movement across boundaries and interconnected spaces that are not necessarily 

physical and cannot necessarily be captured on a physical map, but that are social, 

cultural, emotional, imagined and virtual. For instance, entering the HE social field is 

not merely a physical transition, but requires, as we have seen, other less tangible 

processes of self-formation or identity work.  

By thinking about the processes that underpin and drive student mobilities – or 

immobilities – recent literature has demonstrated how student mobilities involve a deal 

more than simply the movement of individuals or groups from one place to another, 

from ‘home’ to ‘away’, for example (Finn, 2017; Holton and Finn, 2018). Rather, by 

focusing on the other perhaps more subtle processes individuals are involved in – their 

movement between social fields, the social and spatial structures they imagine, and 

how they are positioned in relation to those structures – the mobilities students undergo 

can be thought of not only as physical, but as the culmination of experiences, as 

related to their unique perspective from their particular place, and as a process not 

from one place to another, but of moving socially, culturally and figuratively. Moreover, 

although studies like Henderson’s (2020) have made great advancements towards a 

more spatialised understanding of young people’s imagined futures and student 
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mobilities, there are still unexplored methodological avenues within this literature 

which, as I set out in the next chapter, this study aims to address.  

Furthermore, in much of the literature on this spatial element, young people’s 

imaginaries of these ‘interconnected spaces’ and of places beyond the boundaries of 

the local have been underexplored. White and Green (2011), for instance, in merely 

suggesting that the widening of young people’s horizons was something that needed to 

be encouraged, did not account for how their participants perceived the spaces beyond 

their narrow local boundaries. As Massey argues, young people’s perceptions of what 

constitutes the local are formulated relationally and in the context of wider spatial and 

power structures. Therefore, studies that explore young people’s social and spatial 

movement at the important juncture of their progression to HE ought to account not 

only for their relationships with their locality – whether to family and kinship networks or 

to a local habitus (Ingram, 2009). They should also seek to locate young people’s 

positionings within broader spatial structures that inform their relationships with the 

local. By doing so, they can uncover a deeper understanding of the social and spatial 

processes at the societal and wider geographic level that shape individuals’ 

orientations towards HE and mobilities. 

 

2.7. Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have demonstrated how Bourdieusian and spatial approaches to 

studying student mobilities, particularly when applied together, can produce a more 

complex understanding of young people’s imagined futures. I argued that the key to 

unlocking this complex picture is through a focus on relationality central to each 

theoretical approach. As I have shown from a Bourdieusian perspective, objective limits 

to pursuing particular routes through HE are only one part of the picture. What matters 

for individuals is their sense of their social and spatial positions in relation to others, 

who they – to some extent, unconsciously – subordinate or privilege in their minds. 

Researchers’ engagements with more spatial approaches to student mobilities have 

also started to foreground this relationality and the social and cultural ‘friction’ (Reay, 

Harry and Ball, 2005) that students encounter or perceive in considering potential 

futures elsewhere. 

However, still lacking in these approaches is a concerted focus on how individuals 

position themselves in relation to spaces beyond their place. Ingram (2009) and others 
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(such as Archer, Hollingworth and Halsall, 2007; Connolly and Healy, 2004) have made 

great advancements by foregrounding local processes of identity and habitus 

formation, and social class reproduction. However, missing from the literature is a 

focus on the other forms of mobility young people are engaged in that take them 

beyond their locality; and on their perceptions of themselves in relation to wider social 

structures in which their localities are only a relatively small part. 

As I outline in the next chapter, the approach I take in this thesis aims to address some 

of these shortcomings by paying close attention not only to the specificities of the local 

context where individuals’ daily lives are lived,  but to their engagement with and 

perceptions of broader spatial structures, and spaces beyond their local area. By doing 

so, I argue that although young people’s relationships with place are important, so too 

are the social and cultural distances and proximities they draw with other places and 

people elsewhere. I draw attention not only to the importance of place in their 

narratives, but how this is made more important and instrumental through its 

relationality with other places. Additionally, I set out in the next chapter how Bourdieu’s 

theoretical framework has informed my approach to the current study and present a 

synthesised social and spatial approach to understanding student mobilities in a 

globalising HE sphere. 
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3. Methodology 

 

3.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, I set out the methodology I developed for this study. I begin by outlining 

my ontological, epistemological and philosophical standpoints. This makes for an 

important starting point and has implications for the qualitative research design that 

follows. The issues I focus on in the first section mainly concern what can be known 

about social and spatial structures that individuals experience subjectively, and which 

exist, largely, on an imaginary level; and if these structures are imagined and 

intangible, how can I illuminate them in interviews with my participants? Furthermore, I 

engage with some of the literature on ‘imaginaries’ to clarify how the term is used 

throughout the remainder of the thesis. I detail how these considerations form part of 

my critical realist approach to the study, which proved particularly useful for 

foregrounding the subjectivities of individuals’ social and spatial contexts and 

experiences.  

Following this, I discuss the qualitative design I developed for the study. I begin by 

justifying the qualitative approach I took and provide an overview of the methodological 

review I undertook in the early stages of designing the methodology. This was an 

important phase in the development of the project, as it led to the development of the 

qualitative mapping exercise that ultimately formed an important component of the 

discussions between participants and me. I explain the methods used and address the 

limitations that arose during fieldwork. 

I then outline how I selected research sites and recruited participants, and how through 

this process, I sought to engage young people from a range of social class 

backgrounds, who had different experiences of being geographically mobile, and 

whose ‘spatial imaginaries’ were likely to have been formed at different ‘scales.’ I 

provide detailed contextual information for each sample, including details about the 

schools where fieldwork took place, as well as the local areas where participants lived.  

To illustrate how I utilised and interpreted data following the fieldwork phase of the 

project, I discuss the stages of analysis that underpin the two subsequent analysis 

chapters. This includes the self-reflective process that participants themselves 

engaged in as part of the fieldwork process, as well as the forms of analysis I 
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employed. I outline the ethical considerations made prior to undertaking fieldwork, 

reflect on my position as the researcher, and clarify steps taken to ensure participants’ 

anonymity and that their consent was acquired. Finally, I conclude with some 

reflections on the methodology and the fieldwork component of the study, offering 

some thoughts on how the methodology could be developed further and used in future 

research.  

 

3.2. Ontology, epistemology and philosophy  

Much of what constitutes and underpins the ontological approach I have taken in this 

study has been set out in the previous chapter. As I outline there and through my 

research questions previously, on the one hand, I recognise that there exist objective 

social and geographic structures and factors (such as economic wealth or the distance 

between places) that restrict or enable the kinds of futures young people imagine are 

possible for them. However, I also contend that individuals imagine in subjective ways 

social and spatial worlds, and structures that flow through and stratify society; that they 

position themselves socially and spatially in relation to others in intangible and 

imagined ways; and that their narratives about their selves and future selves are 

complexly shaped by their personal histories and wider geographic imaginaries. 

Ontologically, then, I accept that although there are physical ways through which 

people feel bounded, distanced, proximal and connected, individuals also internalise 

social and spatial structures in unique and subjective ways. This is manifest, for 

example, through individuals’ social or cultural identities, and through their embodiment 

of different capitals. People can also, moreover, perceive social and cultural distances 

from and proximities to places which seem to transcend physical space.  This was 

demonstrated by the participant Samuel in Donnelly and Gamsu’s (2019, p. 9) study. 

Samuel attended an independent school in London and was looking to move out of the 

city yet remain ‘close’ to London; however, he chose Edinburgh as his university 

destination due to its perceived proximity (socially and culturally) to London. Savage, 

Bagnall and Longhurst (2005, p. 93-94) provide further accounts of this type in their 

analysis of data from their participants in north-west England, in which some residents 

in more affluent towns and suburbs drew proximities between their localities and 

London; As Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst (2005, p. 94) explain: 
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Both Chorlton and Ramsbottom are magical sites, related to a cultural 

geography which linked them respectively to a cosmopolitan idiom centred on 

London, and a northern countryside. 

This unprompted reference of the perceived similarities between Chorlton and London 

in particular demonstrates the importance of individuals’ imaginaries about place 

regardless of actual physical locality or proximity.  

Throughout the remainder of the thesis, I refer interchangeably to these imaginaries 

about place and the structures individuals internalise as their ‘imagined geographies’ or 

their ‘spatial imaginaries.’ These ‘imaginaries’ are in a way conceptually similar to 

habitus, in that they represent the individual’s internalisation of the ‘naturalised’ or 

taken for granted structures (Bourdieu, 1977a). However, spatial imaginaries also refer 

to the spatial world; they reflect how individuals structure and order space, whether 

according to dominant social structures or in arbitrary ways, as well as how they 

imagine space as a ‘constellation’ of social and spatial relations (Massey, 2005).  

Although these imaginaries are unique to the individual, they are also informed and 

shaped by other more public or popular imaginaries. Crossley (2017), for example, has 

examined the pervasiveness and power of political, media and policy discourses about 

communities and places (as exemplified in the previous chapter through Wacquant’s 

concept of ‘territorial stigmatisation’). Crossley evokes how localised populations 

become ‘spatially tainted’, stigmatised and marginalised, imposing homogenising 

symbolic imageries onto groups of people in particular places. This is done on one 

hand in very visceral ways, such as through the so-called ‘poor doors’ included in new 

residential developments (Crossley, 2017, p. 38), as well as through subtler, less 

specific processes of stigmatisation, such as the common treatment or perception of 

the north of England as ‘falling behind’ or inferior to the rest of the UK (Crossley, 2017, 

p. 40). Crossley also demonstrates how these imaginaries become absorbed as part of 

the identities of the individuals at whom they are targeted; through them, individuals 

develop a sense of their own (and others’) position within and in relation to the social 

and spatial structures they perceive.  

Rizvi (2011) employs the term ‘social imaginary’ to describe a concept similar to 

Crossley’s. For Rizvi, a ‘social imaginary’ represents a misguided view of society or a 

particular group within society that is perpetuated in popular discourses. He explores, 

for instance, the social constructionism of walls and borders that separate populations 

and ostensibly cultural identities and milieus. Furthermore, like the spatial imaginary 
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concept I have started to outline, Rizvi’s ‘social imaginary’ is inherently spatial; it is also 

unconscious and similar, in a way, to Bourdieu’s use of ‘habitus.’ He explains that 

these imaginaries involve, ‘ways in which people imagine their social existence, how 

they fit together with others’ (Taylor, 2004, in Rizvi, 2011, p. 228). He evokes imageries 

similar to Angod and Gaztambide-Fernández (2019), who explore how private schools 

craft a particular kind of campus landscape that separates a ‘them’ from an ‘us.’ For 

Rizvi, then, imaginaries are about social and spatial relationships between different 

actors that are based on both physical elements (such as dividing walls) and cultural or 

ideological factors. This is how the term ‘spatial imaginary’ or ‘imagined geography’ will 

be employed throughout this thesis; the individual’s spatial imaginary constitutes their 

perceptions about social and spatial structures – where they are physically located, as 

well as the significance (culturally, politically) of their location relative to other places or 

actors. 

In the context of the current study, we can see how individuals, through their spatial 

imaginaries, might locate themselves in relation to a variety of potential HE trajectories; 

that they will be more suited to some than others and will occupy either subordinate or 

dominant positions in relation to opportunities available and other actors. Rizvi and 

Lingard (2010) has also spoken of the ‘neoliberal social imaginary’ within which being 

mobile for university – and studying abroad in particular – is constructed as a tool and 

almost necessary practice for students to gain a competitive edge in global labour 

markets. This is certainly an assumption that is borne out in the analysis chapters that 

follow; studying abroad is seen by the participants at the international school in 

Singapore as a taken for granted step they must take in order to access the most 

dominant institutions in the world, while participants from Millthorpe Academy in 

northern England recognise that leaving home and moving away to study is the ‘done 

thing’ or part of the ‘doxa’ that governs the HE field (Bourdieu, 1977a).  

Following these starting points and the preliminary arguments set out in the literature 

review, I take the position therefore that the social and spatial structures and contexts 

in which young people formulate decisions about their future selves comprise both 

objective and subjective elements. Their spatial imaginaries and the futures they 

imagine for themselves are contingent on, for example, material resources, such as 

literally having access to the economic capital that necessitates certain trajectories 

(e.g. studying abroad), as well as subtler, less tangible issues to do with how they ‘fit’ 

socially and culturally in an unfamiliar social field.  



53 
 

It is worth mentioning here that the extent to which an individual’s ‘imaginary’ can be 

considered to represent reality is potentially problematic. It was important to 

acknowledge particularly during the analysis phase of research that claims made by 

individuals and the imaginaries they conveyed should not necessarily be taken at face-

value. For example, in the study, claims made by Jude, from Apollo International 

School, about ‘knowing’ a great deal about ‘other’ ‘cultures’ and places around the 

world could have been qualified more during his interview, and could be seen to 

represent merely an inflated sense of his own sensitivities. Lawler (2008, p. 106-107) 

suggests that the ‘self’ is produced through social situation and context; that we 

rehearse and perform roles that reflect an ‘imagined original’. That is not to say that 

social actors are ‘manipulating or tricking’ others, but that the identity we convey is a 

culmination of the various roles and characters we have performed over time that have 

worked for us and that say something particular about who we are as social actors. 

Therefore, I acknowledged during analysis that participants had been permitted to 

perform – to some degree – the identities they wished to perform for me during their 

interviews and that in some cases it was likely individuals opted to reveal some 

characteristics, experiences, perceptions and facets of identity, while withholding 

others. These initial assumptions and arguments correspond naturally with my critical 

realist approach to the project. 

 

3.2.1. A critical realist approach  

A critical realist position contends that a purely objectivist ontology – which assumes 

that reality exists independently of social actors – downplays the possibility that our 

social (and spatial) realities are also constructed and imagined. In the context of the 

current study, the objectivist, for instance, would perhaps not appreciate that 

geography – what constitutes a place and how space is structured – exists at a 

subjective level in the individual’s mind. On the other hand, critical realists also take 

issue with a wholly constructivist view, which holds that reality is constructed entirely 

through social processes and that there is no objective reality (Danermark, Ekström 

and Karlsson, 2019). Rather, critical realism mediates between these two arguably 

polarising positions – and rejects other dichotomies to an extent. It recognises, for 

instance, that there are generative structures governing the social world, but that these 

‘structures are not spontaneously apparent in the observable pattern of events’ 

(Bhaskar, 1989, p. 2).  
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As Danermark, Ekström and Karlsson (2019) explain: 

Our knowledge of reality depends on language and concepts, but this reality 

exists regardless of how we think of it… one property of reality is that it is not 

transparent. It has powers and mechanisms that we cannot observe but which 

we can experience indirectly by their ability to cause – make things happen in 

the world. 

This is a potentially problematic position. It could be argued from a Bourdieusian 

perspective, for instance, that even the most apparently ‘objective’ forms of social 

division – like economic wealth – are always relational; they do not necessarily induce 

in the individual feelings of privilege or advantage (Savage, 2015) but, rather, depend 

on context and the situation of others. However, critical realism concurs with other, 

more positive assumptions, that there are events and discourses, and objective 

phenomena that are observable in a more objective sense, there to be discovered and 

interpreted.  

In the context of the current study, then, critical realism offers a position that allows for, 

say, the observation of the physical geographic distance between places or, say, the 

action of travelling overseas for university study. These are in one sense physical, 

observable phenomena incorporating potentially objective elements (such as physical 

distance, travel, climate, time zones). At the same time, however, critical realism 

affords attention to the social constructionism underlying these activities and 

experiences, as well as the ‘generative mechanisms’ (such as having the confidence to 

travel independently or live overseas, a disposition some parents might encourage and 

develop in their children) that produce or mediate these events, discourses and 

experiences (Bhaskar, 1989). It also, from a critical discourse analysis perspective 

(Fairclough, 2003) enlightens the meanings behind discourse – for instance, how 

discourse generates social dominance for particular groups over others, as well as how 

discourses circulating at the societal level perpetuate and reinforce social structures. 

From a critical realist approach, then, the researcher can record phenomena like 

physical distance using standardised measures, while also accounting for how 

individuals might perceive distances differently from one another. It enables 

interrogation of emotional and subjective factors associated with human experience 

and which are grounded in the life course and in individuals’ unique social and spatial 

contexts and situatedness. It is an approach which takes account of the socio-historic 

and cultural identities and markers of small-scale places (such as an individual’s street 
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or village) as well as the ‘harder to reach’ cultural attitudes people embody and the 

experiences they go through. 

Adopting a critical realist approach in the current study has allowed for the elicitation, 

for example, of individuals’ perceived social and spatial realities (their ‘spatial 

imaginaries’) which objectivists might argue are unknowable. One such reality on which 

I attempt to cast light in this study is social class – how individuals’ relative positions in 

social space, their classed identities and their experiences growing up in ‘lower’ or 

‘higher’ socioeconomic conditions influence their orientations towards the future. 

However, as I have reasoned above, class position and identity are not essentially 

objective states, nor easy to define or make judgements or assumptions about. In 

some sociological and economic research with young people, social class background 

and identity are often defined, determined and understood using objective measures, 

based on stratifications around parents’ occupational background (e.g. in UK 

examples, using the National Statistics Socio-economic Classification, or ‘NS-SEC’). 

However, differentiating young people by social class this way tends to discount the 

kinds of social and cultural processes that critical realists argue exist, which generate 

more nuanced social class divisions (Savage et al, 2013) and lead to more ambivalent 

social class identities (Savage et al, 2001; Savage, 2015). 

From a more constructivist position, then, social class identities are arguably highly 

nuanced, relational and, as Stenning (2008, p. 10) observes, ‘placed’; that is to say, 

they are ‘performed and constructed within communities’ according to the particularities 

of that locality. This view is supported by Massey’s observations in the previous 

chapter, not only about the specificities of the historic social and spatial structures that 

shape each place, but that place identities are multitudinous and contested. Again, a 

good example of this is found in Charlesworth’s (2000) study of Rotherham, in which 

he exemplifies the town’s unique classed and cultural identity, shaped by its long-term 

socioeconomic and industrial decline. So, although there is room within the critical 

realist tradition to recognise the more objective factors shaping social class divisions 

(occupational background, actual economic wealth), it must also be recognised that 

social class identities are pluralistic, subjective, unfixed, relational and place-specific. 

Furthermore, Haig and Evers (2016, p. 16) add to these constructivist elements of 

critical realism, arguing: 

Agents constantly behave in a world of structured constraints that they 

themselves did not produce. That is to say, social structure is always present 
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and is the reproduced outcome of intentional agents, who both reproduce and 

transform society. 

This neatly sums up the critical realist position; that there are generative mechanisms 

at play that shape society, but that those mechanisms are not natural – they too are 

shaped by people.  

In this study, adopting a critical approach has allowed for these interrelating tangible 

and less tangible structures and mechanisms, which can enable and constrain the 

trajectories that seem possible and achievable for young people, to be captured. It has 

also, through the importance it places on context, afforded primacy to the specificities 

of place and unique vantage points and situatedness of individuals, such as what it is 

like to grow up in a particular place with a particular identity at a particular time. Indeed, 

attention to context is another key affordance of the critical realist approach. As 

Bryman (2012, p. 29) explains: 

An appreciation of context is crucial to critical realist explanations because it 

serves to shed light on the conditions that promote or impede the operation of 

the causal mechanism. What makes critical realism critical is that the 

identification of generative mechanisms offers the prospect of introducing 

changes that can transform the status quo. 

This focus on context has been crucial for my study. Only by focusing on these diverse 

contexts have I been able to identify the perceived social and spatial structures under 

which British youth from varied social and geographic backgrounds are approaching 

their HE decision making. More than this, however, understanding the context of 

individual actors has been vitally important. First, recognising the socio-historic 

particularities of Rotherham in northern England has illustrated in greater detail why 

many of the young people I interviewed there felt highly negative about their place. It 

also elaborated the ‘[legacies]’ or ‘inheritance’ (Cairns, 2014, p. 43) of mobility or 

immobility that is found within families and which can heavily influence the trajectories 

young people follow. On the other hand, Singapore was not an arbitrary choice for me 

– or for my participants’ families. They recognised Singapore as being at the ‘centre’ of 

the world, physically, economically, in all kinds of ways. It is this context that illustrates 

at a deeper level the social, cultural and spatial factors – the roles of the school and 

family, and social networks, for instance – that shape young people’s orientations 

towards their futures in the study. 
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3.2.2. Defining social class 

In the current study, I consider carefully the social class identities and situations of my 

participants, paying attention to both structural and more objective class divisions, as 

well as subjective class identities and subtler forms of class divisions derived from the 

Bourdieusian theoretical and conceptual approach outlined in Chapter Two. An 

element of the research design (set out in full below in 3.4.1) is a questionnaire which 

records the occupations and university qualifications of participants’ parents. This was 

not intended to ‘prescribe’ social class onto individual participants nor to impose 

assumptions about individuals’ economic conditions. Rather, it was an attempt to elicit 

indicative information about individuals’ situations and familial engagements with 

particular forms of HE. I have generally avoided using the class schema developed by 

Savage et al (2013) as the authors’ insistence on a gradational model of social class – 

rather than a relational approach to understanding social divisions – is incompatible in 

some ways with Bourdieu’s focus on relations between actors in social space and fields 

(Bradley, 2014). I have, however, referred to class labels where participants 

themselves have identified themselves as such or indicated a sense of their own social 

class. I have referred occasionally to participants as ‘working-class’ and ‘middle-class’ 

in terms of their positionalities in relation to each other, according to their parents’ 

income. I have also done so retrospectively, during the analysis phase of research, 

according to where participants are located or self-positioned in social space and the 

kinds of ‘habitus’ they revealed. 

I have also considered the relationality between participants in terms of where they 

position themselves within the HE field – both the UK and global fields. Participants 

revealed these positionalities in different ways. At Millthorpe Academy, many gave a 

sense of where they ‘belonged’ – socially and culturally – within the field, in terms of 

what places and types of institutions they felt were ‘for them.’ At Apollo International, 

there was a sense that many felt they ‘belonged’ and were destined for the very ‘best’ 

institutions and the elite spaces within the global HE field. Resultantly, it was 

participants themselves who revealed their relational social positions through their 

narratives during the course of fieldwork, which required me to keep an open mind 

even once I knew what individuals’ parents did for a living. It was this approach – 

allowing for the eliciting of both objective and subjective indicators of social class and 

social division – that revealed a kind of localised ‘class’ feeling, a sense of where 

participants belonged in social space at Millthorpe Academy that did not correspond 

with any apparent social divides evident in questionnaire data.  
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I have, then, mediated between objective social structure and subjective class 

identities, recognising that individuals’ identities and sense of themselves in relation to 

others is important, as is their more objective circumstances. Indeed, I have made 

inferences throughout the analysis chapters about individuals’ objective conditions in 

relation to one another. At Millthorpe Academy, for instance, I have made certain 

assumptions about students’ socioeconomic status and objective circumstances based 

on what they told me. Sophie, for instance, shared explicitly that she and her mum had 

little money. I speculate that Iris, on the other hand, whose parents are both teachers, 

is not necessarily ‘wealthy’ but is likely relationally better off than Sophie. Similarly, at 

Apollo International School, it can be assumed that Emelia – whose dad is a banker, 

whose parents owned several properties, including in London, and who was attending 

a fee-paying school – was relationally much economically wealthier than the students 

from Millthorpe Academy.  

 

3.3. Designing the methodology 

Epistemologically, then, the elusive nature of some of the phenomena under study – 

particularly those spatial imaginaries I have mentioned – makes them hard to uncover. 

Accounting for some of the more objective social and spatial details of participants’ 

lives was certainly helpful as a starting point. For example, recording the universities 

the students were thinking of applying to, their parents’ occupations, the type of 

schools they have attended to date, and the places they have lived all provided useful 

preliminary indications of the social and geographic contexts within which they were 

navigating the transition to HE. Parental occupation, for instance, as well as whether 

participants paid fees to attend their school, provided an initial indicator of individuals’ 

economic situation relative to others. Accounting objectively for differences in 

socioeconomic status, too, brought to light the kinds of capitals and resources on which 

young people from different socioeconomic backgrounds could potentially draw 

(Savage, Warde and Divine, 2005). 

However, not only is accessing information on young people’s economic circumstances 

difficult, ethically and practically, and typically derived from asking questions about 

parents’ earnings; economic and other objective details provide only a partial profile of 

individual participants. This information does not, for instance, produce deeper 

accounts of the underlying social and spatial structures and processes, contexts, 

identities and experiences that the qualitative literature argues shapes young people’s 
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orientations towards and imaginaries of the future. Furthermore, in the context of youth 

transitions, simply noting what universities young people aspire to attend would not 

account for the broader national and political HE cultural and policy landscapes within 

which these decisions are being made, nor how they are perceived by young people. 

Nonetheless, this information is useful as a starting point and provides some contextual 

information with which to approach an interview with a participant. The main challenge 

methodologically in this study, however, related to the ‘spatial imaginaries’ that exist in 

participants’ minds. I needed to find a way to elicit these imaginaries, to enable 

participants to show me their imaginaries in some way, rather than to attempt to tell me 

about them in a traditional interview exchange. I adopted, then, a creative mapping 

approach to the project, one which sought to facilitate participants’ communication of 

these complex and highly subjective imaginaries in a way that the participant and I, the 

interviewer, could understand. 

 

3.3.1. Using a cognitive mapping method 

In the literature, researchers have used cognitive mapping methods in creative ways, 

enabling participants to show the complexities of their social and geographic realities 

and contexts. One way through which this has been achieved by social and cultural 

geographers is through the use of cognitive mapping techniques. These participant-

generated maps, utilised alongside other qualitative methods (such as interviews, focus 

groups, photography and walkabouts) often facilitate more subjective representations 

of geography by positioning participants as ‘map-makers.’ While earlier versions of this 

map-making approach (e.g. Gould and White, 1968) were limiting in focus, they paved 

the way for more recent innovative iterations which are sensitive to the subjectivities of 

spatial perceptions.  

Half a century ago, Gould and White (1968) presented their cognitive mapping method, 

a study pivotal in the advancement of subjective mapping techniques. In their early 

example, Gould and White produced visual topographies that represented the place 

preferences of groups of school leavers in towns and cities across the UK. They took 

steps to privilege individuals’ subjective perceptions by inverting the image of the 

conventional UK map, turning it on its head (see Figure 1) in an attempt to free 

participants from the traditional gaze of the map-maker. However, in doing so, they in 

fact became the mapmakers themselves, framing participants’ geographic perspectives  
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Figure 1: A map from Gould and White’s study on spatial perceptions (Gould and 

White, 1968, p. 168). 
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for them. The authors’ decision to turn the UK map on its head imposed a particular 

way of seeing geography onto participants, preventing them from choosing their own 

perspective and vantage point from which to imagine the geography of the UK.  

The maps produced in that particular study also represent grouped preferences that 

exist in each place, neglecting somewhat the views of individuals in their analysis and 

presentation of data. Indeed, the study’s design does not take into account the 

individual’s imagined and highly personal constructions of the local (the vantage point 

from where each group’s perspective is visualised on the maps produced), failing to 

acknowledge the menagerie of individual spatial imaginaries present among the groups 

surveyed. Rather, the maps produced undermine somewhat the authors’ own initial 

assumption that ‘people carry around in their heads their own, quite unique mental 

maps’ (Gould and White, 1968, p. 161). Furthermore, they fail to capture the 

specificities of each place beyond the quantitative spatial distances between towns, 

cities and regions. 

Theoretical advancements in human geography have encouraged a divergence from 

consensus and essentialist approaches to capturing individuals’ perceptions of place 

and space. As Tuan (1975, p.153) argued, ‘experience constructs place at different 

scales.’ Therefore, individual perceptions of what constitutes the local – as well as how 

place is constructed socially and spatially, and distinctly in relation to other places – are 

unique to the individual. Massey (2005) similarly problematises these essentialist 

notions of place found in more quantitative studies (other examples include Thill and 

Sui, 1993; Alarasi, Martinez and Amer, 2016) and defines place as elusive, highly 

individualised and multiple – a ‘constellation of trajectories’ (Massey, 2007, p. 151). 

More recent studies have sought to overcome some of these methodological 

shortcomings, moving towards participant-generated mapping techniques which 

prioritise subjectivity through a more qualitative approach. 

The use of participant-generated maps, alongside other qualitative methods (such as 

interviews, focus groups, photography and walkabouts) have to some extent enabled 

researchers to better capture individuals’ highly personalised perceptions of space and 

place. The maps created by the Kampala street children in Young and Barrett’s (2001) 

study are not provided with the conventional map of their city, with its physically carved 

up spaces and man-made borders, a map which Massey (2005, p. 106) would describe 

as the ‘presentation of an essential structure’ and order. Rather, by removing artificial 

structures, the participants are engaged in a meaning-making process, reflective of 
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their daily experiences, use of space and sense of place, and indicative of the social as 

well as the spatial proximities and distances they believe exist between themselves 

and others. In other studies, participants have been engaged in the creation of 

narratives about their city (Béneker et al, 2010), have mapped local neighbourhoods 

through ‘site inspections’ (Boğaç, 2009) and have gone on ‘walkabouts’, mapping 

participants neighbourhoods and interviewing them in the process about what their 

place means to them (Strang, 2010). 

Others have attempted to represent spatial imaginaries using digital mapping methods. 

Travlou et al (2008) invited participants to place dots on a map of their local area, 

based on their preferences for different geographic sites, producing digital maps 

representative of the preferences of the whole group. Literat’s (2013) participants were 

asked to individually colour-code places on their digital maps according to where they 

felt comfortable or unwelcome. Although the participants in these studies were afforded 

a greater deal of agency than those in Gould and White’s (1968), the use of digital 

mapping methods still restricts the freedom of participants to show their geographies in 

their most nuanced form. Instead, a digital map presents participants with a hegemonic 

geographic framework into which they must fit their own ideas about how their 

neighbourhood is arranged, and what constitutes the places therein – the ‘[spaces] 

which people have made meaningful’ (Cresswell, 2015: 7). Quantitative methods do 

not fully allow for this highly subjective meaning-making to take place. 

 

3.3.2. Limitations of previous cognitive mapping methods 

The studies discussed, among many others (for example, Somerville, 2007; Béneker et 

al, 2010; Trell and Van Hoven, 2010) offer ways for participants to represent more 

freely their individual perceptions of place and space. However, while contemporary 

researchers have realised the benefits of combining mapping techniques with other 

qualitative methods (often providing a much-needed complementary narrative), they 

typically offer only a partial picture of individuals’ subjective spatial imaginaries. For 

instance, since Gould and White’s (1968) early study, researchers have rarely adopted 

a geographic approach which extends beyond the individual’s local geographic 

imagination. Although the methods I have developed draw on some of the ideas 

presented in this literature, they were also designed with the intention to address some 

of the limitations I have identified in existing studies. 
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One of the key limitations I have identified throughout most of this literature relates 

back to Massey’s assertions regarding the relationalities and interconnectedness of 

places. From this point of view, how young people experience place and place 

identities are not formed in isolation, but in relation to other places; similarly, the local 

conditions of place and what gives a place its identity are incontrovertibly formed in the 

context of wider social and spatial structures, even if this means the sense of 

disconnection a place has from these wider structures and power-geometries. For 

example, a place can be described as peripheral only in relation to elsewhere, whether 

its distance from other places is physical, social or in an economic sense. However, the 

majority of the literature where qualitative mapping approaches are used (other 

examples include Gould and White, 1968; Travlou et al, 2008; Trell and Van Hoven, 

2010) explores young people’s relationships with and experiences of their own place 

and only that. Further, in the literature exploring how young people’s relationships with 

their locality shape their orientations towards HE, despite the relational approach 

encouraged by Bourdieu’s framework and research like Savage (2015) outlining a 

relational sense of class, a relational approach has been rare.  

For example, although Ingram (2009) takes account of young people’s perceptions of 

their own locality and explores their relationships with their own place, her study does 

not deal with participants’ perceptions of elsewhere. Such an approach could have 

examined more thoroughly why even those who perceived of their locality as ‘shit’ or 

‘crap’ did not desire to move away; perhaps there was something about the space 

beyond their local area, as well as the intertwining of individuals’ and the local habitus, 

that prevented some from seeing this as a possibility. In other literature that focuses on 

young people’s experiences once they have moved away from home (Crozier et al, 

2008; Lehmann, 2014; Reay, Crozier and Clayton, 2009; 2010), these decisions are 

rarely discussed in relation to the complex relational spatial structures that mediate 

these decisions. 

Primarily, then, the limitations of extant research I have sought to overcome are as 

follows: 1) Individual geographies are often subsumed where the maps produced show 

only a grouped sense of space and place; 2) Where conventional maps, ideologically 

and artificially carved up with borders and/or formatted according to particular 

structures, are used, participants’ imagined geographies are heavily framed for them; 

3)There is in some studies a neglect for: the specificities of place; the multiple and 

unique perceptions of what constitutes a place; and how places are both spatially and 

socially connected/disconnected and proximal/distant in the minds of individuals; and 
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4) Overwhelmingly throughout the literature, there is an omission of individual’s broader 

geographic imaginaries. This allows for the relationality of place to be captured – how, 

for the individual, meaning is attached to place through its relation to another place. 

 

3.4. Research design 

I set out to develop a mapping method (see Donnelly, Gamsu and Whewall, 2020) that 

would overcome some of these methodological shortcomings. I wanted to enable my 

participants to show me and visualise their imagined geographies without structuring 

their maps for them. This was a complex process for a number of reasons. On one 

hand, it meant asking participants to imagine a wider geographic structure while sitting 

in a school classroom, which can inhibit individuals’ articulation of their perceptions of 

the spatial world (Clark and Emmel, 2010). Further, I had to assume that some of the 

participants may have limited everyday spatial mobility. As Tuan (1977, p. 6) argues, 

‘what begins as undifferentiated space becomes place as we get to know it and endow 

it with value.’ This could mean that some of my participants may have looked at the 

maps I presented them with – of the UK and of the world – and find it difficult to 

articulate anything meaningful about regions of space they have never physically 

encountered.  

However, I also recognised that this lack of knowledge in some cases could help to 

address the research questions guiding the study. In this sense, gaps in knowledge 

could be as interesting as knowing about a place – it could highlight for example 

individuals’ sense of their place as peripheral if they feel unknowledgeable about other 

places or cut off from them. Exploring their wider geographies then is still useful for 

elucidating the social, cultural and physical distances individuals perceive, as well as 

proximities. In order to elicit these gaps in knowledge – individuals’ ambivalence about 

places, as well as knowledge of different places – I decided that the maps they would 

be presented with would be ‘empty’, void of place names, county borderlines, etc. In 

this way, participants’ focus would not be drawn to some places over others, like cities 

or countries. Rather, it would be left up to them to decide the scales of their imaginaries 

– whether they focused on a region of the UK or the street where they live.  

This sense of scale is important. Tuan (1977) builds on his idea that place and space 

are constructed at different scales, by arguing that concepts such as neighbourhood, 

constituting ‘pauses’ (structures, landmarks, buildings) in space, are conceived of 
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differently depending on what the individual thinks is important, which places or 

‘pauses’ they choose to endow with meaning. A neighbourhood may be politically or 

culturally defined, but what represents the local for the individual is unique; part of this 

unique imaginary is the scale at which the individual defines concepts like 

neighbourhood, and what is distant and local. These different scales of geography, 

then, are important for this study and influenced the research sites I chose. 

Additionally, I was interested in synthesising a Bourdieu’s perspective on social class 

as a structure of power relations, an accumulation of experiences and capitals, and 

Massey’s more explicitly Marxist interpretation of socio-spatial structures, as discussed 

in the literature review. Approaching social class from this perspective led to the 

development not of a scheme through which my participants could be categorised in a 

narrow sense, but to an understanding of how their different experiences, capitals, 

geographic locations, backgrounds situated them individually in relation to one another 

and the socio-spatial structures they imagined. By approaching social class in this way, 

it has been difficult to draw generalising conclusions about different ‘social class 

groups.’ However, I have been able to draw comparisons between students from 

similar backgrounds and whose narratives were thematically similar.  

 

3.4.1. Research methods 

 

Phase one (1): Questionnaire (Appendix A) 

Prior to being interviewed, all participants took part in phase one of the study, involving 

a questionnaire and the mapping exercise. The questionnaire captured demographic 

information (gender and ethnicity), as well as information about the participant’s HE 

choices; where they and their family lived and had lived in the past; their 

parents’/guardians’ occupations; and who in their family had been to university and 

where. Although the main analysis focused on the qualitative elements of data 

collection, the questionnaire was useful for identifying patterns that emerged among 

the different samples. For example, I was able to highlight more easily the types of HE 

institutions participants from each sample were considering applying to. Further, the 

questionnaire provided the basis for some of the questions asked in interviews. If a 

participant did not reveal information about their family members and whether/where 
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they attended university, for instance, the questionnaire data provided a way of starting 

these discussions in interviews.  

 

Phase one (2): Mapping exercise (Appendix B and C) 

Following this, participants were presented with various maps and asked to colour-

code them according to the following key: green = ‘places where you would prefer to 

live for university’; red: ‘places where you definitely do not see yourself living for 

university’; orange: ‘places where you would not mind or are indifferent about living for 

university’; blue: ‘places you do not know or haven’t really thought about.’ They were 

also asked to mark on the map(s) their university choices. Additionally, the participants 

made annotations highlighting places of importance to them. This included, for 

instance, where they had family or friends, where they had been on holiday, or where 

they had attended university open days. The maps provided omits place names and 

county/national borders, so that participants’ geographic perceptions are not framed for 

them; rather, they are permitted to show the researcher their subjective geographies. 

Some limitations arose in this part of the study. In order to tailor the exercise to the two 

groups, they were presented with different maps. The students in northern England 

were given maps of their local region and the UK (Appendix B), while the students in 

Singapore were given maps of the UK, Singapore and the world (Appendix C). This 

was partly because the decision to include students in Singapore in the study was 

made later on in the course of the study once data collection in northern England had 

already taken place.  

Further, the regional maps completed by the students in northern England did include 

some place markers, as it was felt the shape of the regional map with not markings on 

it would be too unrecognisable to participants. As a result of the way the maps were 

completed and because of the place markings included, they revealed too much 

information that could point to the locations of the participants’ schools and their 

localities, thus jeopardising their anonymity. Moreover, the students in northern 

England were not given world maps like the students in Singapore. This was also 

problematic later down the line as it restricted the scale at which the sample in northern 

England were able to think about wider spatial structures that extend beyond the UK. 

That said, the opportunity to explore these wider global structures was made available 

in interviews. In the course of our discussions, none of the students in the northern 
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England sample said that they were considering studying abroad and only one had 

thought about living abroad in the future. I should note that the question as to whether 

students at Millthorpe Academy had considered studying abroad was not asked of all 

the participants. For some, it came up naturally in conversation when I questioned 

where they were considering going to university. However, for others, especially 

students like Sophie, who implied that her family was not financially well-off, it felt 

potentially inappropriate to ask probing questions about why she might not have 

wanted to study abroad. Additionally, although the students in Singapore were British, 

many had spent most of their lives outside of the UK and so their engagements with 

the British map were also limited in some cases. In an ideal scenario, participants 

would have been invited to choose the scale and types of maps they completed; 

however, resources and time restrictions did not allow for this. 

Nevertheless, the mapping exercise worked well in enabling the participants to think 

about the social and spatial structures that made up their geographic imaginaries. They 

were able to show their migrations over time and long-term residences in place. They 

were also able to visualise their social networks, as well as their everyday mobilities in 

their localities. Crucially, they were then given time between the first and second 

phases of the study to reflect on these maps. Some took time to complete them, taking 

them home to complete over several days or weeks, giving them sufficient time to 

reflect on their own realities. 

 

Phase two: A semi-structured approach to interviewing participants 

Following phase one of data collection, I conducted interviews with participants 

following a semi-structured approach. The initial intention was to conduct phase one 

with larger samples from which I could purposively select participants based on gender, 

class and ethnicity, in order to account for a wide range of experiences, and to elicit 

social and spatial structures that may apply to students from some backgrounds and in 

some contexts, but not others. However, due to limited sample sizes, I interviewed all 

participants who took part in the initial phase one activities. A diverse sample was 

requested from teachers who recruited students; however, this was limited by who was 

available to take part in the study. Interviews followed a semi-structured approach. 

Interviews always opened with the open question: ‘tell me about your maps.’ From this 

starting point, participants were invited to guide me through how they had completed 

their maps and explain the social-spatial structures they perceived. In this way, 
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participants conducted their own analysis of their maps to some extent, helping me, the 

researcher, to unpack and understand their spatial imaginaries. I also took with me into 

interviews a schedule of key topics and sub-questions, around which interviews were 

oriented. I was able to view participants’ questionnaire answers and maps ahead of 

their interviews and so, using the schedule as a guide, I also prepared questions 

appropriate for individual students, asking further questions spontaneously during 

interviews to understand at a deeper level why individuals had chosen to apply to 

certain universities, for instance, or why they spoke about their localities in particular 

ways. In this sense, interviews were semi-structured to a degree, but also tailored to 

individual participants. An example of the interview schedule used in Sophie’s 

(Millthorpe Academy) interview is included in the appendices (Appendix E). 

I was also afforded the opportunity, by chance, to interview a member of staff from 

Apollo International School’s HEGS. This was a spur of the moment meeting in which I 

sat down with the advisor while she told me about the role of the HEGS in preparing 

students at the school for their applications to universities. This was an enlightening 

conversation, revealing a great deal about the support available to students in school 

regarding their future education and careers, and I have included some of our 

discussion in Chapter Five.  

 

3.4.2. Data analysis: Questionnaire and interview data 

Although data collected from the questionnaire survey was important for generating 

discussions in interviews about participants’ wider familial and social contexts, they 

were not intended to be analytically useful in this thesis. This was because participants’ 

responses to questions such as ‘list your parents’/guardians’ occupations’ could only 

be made sense of in the follow-up qualitative interviews. Furthermore, due to the 

relatively small number of cases included in the study, there was little scope for 

generalisations to be made by comparing participants within and across samples. 

However, inputting survey data into a basic Excel spreadsheet was useful for noting 

the prevalence of attending particular types of institutions parents of participants 

attended in the two schools. This also provided some context for individual students 

where information was not provided during interviews, something that is drawn on later 

on in the analytical chapters (Chapters Four and Five).  
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In one sense, some data analysis started during the period of data collection itself. This 

was especially the case for the cognitive mapping element of fieldwork. As explained, 

once participants had completed their maps, they reflected on them privately for a 

week or two, until their interviews took place. This led some participants to consider, for 

example, which of their university choices they were more serious about. Others had 

gone away and thought carefully in the intermission about what different places meant 

to them; it was through this gradual self-reflective process that participants were able to 

think more critically about their map-making and spatial imaginaries. During data 

collection, I also took fieldnotes and recorded preliminary ideas about particular 

students and groups of students, as well as any strong themes that emerged in 

interviews.  

Following data collection and full data transcription, initial analysis of data was 

thematic, using NVivo to code data using a ‘branching tree’ system (Bazeley and 

Jackson, 2013, p. 95) to sort and manage data. Primary broader themes – such as 

‘social class’, ‘geographic mobility’, ‘geographic immobility’, ‘place’ – reflected topics 

and themes salient in the literature. This was also the case with some of the secondary 

themes that emerged from the data, including, for example, ‘concerted cultivation’, 

‘influence of school/teachers’ and ‘social capital.’ However, some of the secondary-

level topics were not easy to categorise in this way and derived from individuals’ highly 

personal experiences or reflected the experiences and perspectives of only a small 

number of participants. Other sub-themes, which were not easily captured by those 

derived from the literature, were also used; one example of this was the use of the sub-

theme ‘mobile but rooted’ (in place of the sub-theme ‘elective belonging’) to describe 

highly-mobile participants who did not necessarily feel they ‘belonged’ to the places 

where the felt they had ‘roots.’ Thematically coding data in this way helped to organise 

and manage data; however, it also enabled some preliminary comparisons to be made 

between and within samples, as well as to explore the underlying conceptualisation 

(Maguire and Delahunt, 2017) of ‘home’ and ‘place’ that participants were formulating.  

Cautious of ‘keeping the whole in mind’ and avoiding ‘fragmentation’ (Holloway and 

Jefferson, 2013), following this initial coding process, I worked at a more granular level 

with individual transcripts, keeping in mind the broader context of individuals’ stories 

and undertaking a kind of discourse analysis. Discourse analysis examines the 

language used, its relevance in context and the potential meaning behind particular 

language or phrases. A key feature of this approach is summarised by Willig (2014, p. 

342), who explains, ‘Discourse analysts are acutely conscious of the power of 
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discourse, and they consider our social and experiential worlds to be the product of our 

discursive construction of them.’ In this sense, the approach reveals not necessarily a 

‘mirror image’ of the actor’s reality, but their interpretation or chosen representation of 

that reality.  Discourse analysis can also reveal discourses associated with particular 

fields or themes (such as ‘international mindedness’), which was useful for exploring 

the kinds of HE trajectories with which my participants aligned themselves. The 

approach also enabled a fine-grained examination of the meaning behind the inclusion 

of certain information, or to question why something was said in a particular way 

(Willig, 2014).  

The discourse analytical approach was employed in conjunction with a narrative 

analysis of the data, as part of a granular interrogation of interview data. This approach 

meant not only examining the different ‘layers’ (Esin, Fathi and Squire, 2013) involved 

in the telling of the story; it also involved listening back to the audio recordings of 

interviews to examine closely how these stories were ‘performed’ (Parcell and Baker, 

2018). That is to say that, on one hand, I explored the temporalities and spatialities of 

individuals’ narratives; I focused not just on when something happened, but on how 

past and present selves and experiences converged in individuals’ narratives and 

shaped their imaginaries about the future. On the other hand, I paid close attention to 

the performativity of stories. This was aided by note taking during transcription, for 

example, Sophie (Millthorpe Academy) shared that she occasionally visited a local 

shopping centre, ‘[pause] when I had money [said quietly].’ These nuances in the 

performance of narratives were key to understanding why Sophie said this in the 

context of her wider situation and experiences – that visiting a shopping centre that 

was very geographically proximal to where she lived was, relatively speaking, a treat. 

Through these analytical approaches, I acquired a real sense not only of some of the 

over-arching themes that emerged within and across sample groups. I could also 

appreciate how narratives about mobilities, and imaginaries of past and future selves 

could be at times crafted carefully, and at other times revealed subtly through 

discourses and performance.  

 

3.5. Sampling 

Following the Bourdieusian and spatial theoretical framework I outlined in the literature 

review and earlier in this chapter, I set out to recruit samples for the study according to: 
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1) the relative positions they occupied in relation to the HE field; 2) the potentially quite 

different social and spatial structures they might have imagined; 3) their differing 

geographically and spatially different vantage points (e.g. living in a ‘peripheral’ or a 

‘central’ place); 4) their varying experiences of geographic mobility; and 5) their 

potentially different orientations towards HE and professional fields. I also felt that by 

engaging with participants from different types of educational institutions – private and 

state school, for instance – I could examine the instrumental roles schooling and 

teachers play in preparing students for particular social (and spatial) futures, and in 

reproducing social class positions.  

I also wanted to capture how participants perceived of places and spaces beyond their 

immediate locality – and how the scales of these imaginaries might vary for different 

groups. Involving participants from different types of school within the UK could 

potentially account for this. However, I also decided to include an international 

component; I wanted to explore the stark differences between students who occupied 

very different positions in relation to a UK class structure, who had had very different 

experiences of spatial mobility and who occupied what the sociological literature would 

argue are polarised social class positions in relation to the HE field. Involving students 

who had migrated internationally and who were part of a globally mobile elite ‘class’ 

(potentially) would also account for varied perceptions of ‘home’ and sense of 

belonging. 

These criteria stemmed from the research questions and themes salient in the 

research literature. However, they proved difficult criteria to enforce. Due to time 

constraints of the teachers I approached, as well as the limited number of potential 

students I could speak to – owing to the busy schedules of sixth-form students revising 

for exams – the purposiveness of my sampling strategy was limited. For example, 

although I requested a sample that was mixed along gender lines at Millthorpe 

Academy, only two of the ten participants were male. It also transpired that the teacher 

tasked with recruiting a sample chose students who all studied at least one of the same 

A-levels, despite having students studying a range of courses being one of the criteria. 

However, despite this, a range of participants were recruited across both samples who 

fit the purposes of data collection (Bernard, 2000; Patton, 2002). Although the samples 

turned out to be generally quite purposive in the end, much of this was due to luck, as 

the direct sampling of participants was taken out of my hands. Fortunately, not only 

were the samples diverse (within and across samples) but several ‘extreme’ cases 

(Guest, Namey and Mitchell, 2013), such as a student at Millthorpe Academy who – 
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from the way she spoke of her socioeconomic situation – represented a much more 

precarious and materially deprived experience than the other participants at the school. 

I outline below some contextual information for each sample, including a detailed 

breakdown of the two samples, taken from questionnaire data collected during phase 

one of fieldwork. 

Initially, I approached a teacher from Millthorpe Academy to discuss conducting 

fieldwork with pupils there on account of its geographic location, in a deindustrialised 

town in northern England. Having grown up near to the town myself, I understood the 

local geography to some extent, and the historical social conditions of the place, which 

I outline next. Further, my choice of this school was based on certain assumptions, one 

being that British young people from a range of socioeconomic backgrounds would 

likely attend the school. I was also drawn to the potentiality of a distinctly northern 

collective identity, stemming from historic political, social and economic events, that 

might be found in a school like Millthorpe Academy, a result of the kind of relationship 

between place and identity found in Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst (2005). Admittedly, 

this place-specific identity is probably found anywhere; however, there is a sense, 

considering Massey’s concept of power-geometry and how it shaped places like 

Rotherham, of the town’s peripheral location in UK geography, as somewhere that has 

been deindustrialised and regularly characterised in official statistics, as well as in 

popular discourse, as ‘deprived’ (English Indices of Multiple Deprivation, 2019).  

Conducting fieldwork with the group of students in Singapore came about through my 

search for participants who were more ‘at the centre’ of things, geographically, 

economically, culturally, socially. Initially, London was the most obvious option in this 

regard. However, once I began to consider further the importance of the ‘scale’ of 

individuals’ imagined geographies, I realised that working with students who were 

operating at the global level – in terms of their mobilities and (potentially) the kinds of 

futures they imagined for themselves – would better narrate the globalisation of HE 

institutions. This also opened up other avenues of inquiry within this context, such as 

the global reach of institutions and how institutions reduce the time-space between 

themselves and the globally mobile elite. Further, this created a particularly stark 

contrast between the two sample groups – in terms of their experiences of mobility, 

their attachments to place and sense of belonging, and their positionalities in social 

space – that narrated the social inequalities and inequities between British young 

people navigating the HE field.  
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3.5.1. School profile: Millthorpe Academy (northern England) 

The first school where fieldwork was conducted is Millthorpe Academy. Millthorpe 

Academy was a mixed comprehensive school near to the town of Rotherham in the 

former coalfield of South Yorkshire in northern England. Shortly after fieldwork took 

place, the school was rated ‘inadequate’ by Ofsted and converted to academy status in 

2019. Prior to being converted to an academy, the percentage of pupils eligible for free 

school meals at the school was 14.3%, a little above the national average of 12.4% 

(DfE, 2018). The students who attended Millthorpe Academy lived in the small towns 

and villages nearby to the school in the metropolitan boroughs of either Rotherham or 

Barnsley. It is important to understand here some of the specific social and economic 

changes that have occurred over time in Rotherham and its surrounding 

neighbourhoods where most of the participants lived. 

These localities were throughout most of the twentieth century coal mining 

communities. As Kirk, Jeffreys and Wall (2012) suggest, for the residents of these 

communities, historically, the coal mining industry underpinned a shared identity, class 

and sense of community; for them, ‘the pit [was] the village, paying its wages, 

supporting its shops, keeping the community together (Marshall, in Richards, 1996, p. 

21).’ By the end of the twentieth century, however, the industry that had for decades 

supported and sustained these communities and the families who lived there had gone. 

In 2000, six years after all but one of the pits in the Rotherham district had closed, 

Charlesworth (2000) depicted Rotherham as a scarred and forgotten place, suffering 

from high unemployment and poverty, and where local communities were struggling to 

recover from deindustrialisation. Charlesworth highlighted the loss of a shared purpose, 

as well as the economic dispossession and political disenfranchisement that 

permeated through the narratives of the local population he spoke with. More recently, 

Campbell et al (2018) set out to elicit a more nuanced imaginary of Rotherham, not 

simply as a place adversely affected by previous traumas, but as somewhere where 

hope and community could still be found. However, despite their objective to build on 

what they saw as the homogenising narrative communicated by Charlesworth, 

Rotherham and its surrounding areas have indeed struggled objectively to recover 

socially and economically, and Rotherham itself retains its position among the 10% 

most deprived neighbourhoods in England (English Indices of Multiple Deprivation, 

2019). 
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The participants at Millthorpe Academy were acutely aware of this deprivation, that the 

town was ‘missing something’ (Serena, middle-class female) and was ‘on its last legs’ 

(Iris, middle-class female). In their interviews, they recalled the enduring memory of the 

town’s historic industrial decline and trauma which hung like shadows over their own 

generation, affecting even today how they perceived themselves and their local area, 

as well as how they thought they were being perceived by people from outside the local 

area. This territorial stigmatisation (Wacquant, 2007) of the place extended beyond its 

social and economic impoverishment. Harry (male), for example, drew attention to the 

recent ‘child abuse sex scandals’ which he believed had cast Rotherham in a negative 

light nationally, due to the ways the town had been portrayed in national media 

discourse (Crossley and Leigh, 2017). As Harry contended, the town ‘carries that 

stigma… you feel ashamed saying, “oh yeah, I’m from just outside Rotherham” … 

people stereotype it for that.’ These depictions of Rotherham as a downtrodden and 

deprived place predominated among the sample. 

Place – and being from Rotherham – seemed to matter to these participants more so 

than for participants from Apollo International School. Rotherham and its surrounding 

areas were not just physical sites where participants were born and grew up. Rather, 

the historic social and economic conditions of Rotherham, and the kind of identity of the 

place that was conjured by participants, was intrinsically related to how they thought 

about their own social, cultural and class identities, as well as their futures. That is to 

say that individuals’ habitus – ‘the internalization of objective social structures’ 

(Robertson, 2013, p. 376) – had been structured by the identity and conditions of place 

(Connolly, 2006; Ingram, 2011). Crucially, this was the case for participants in the 

current study whether they were from working- or middle-class backgrounds; even 

those who arguably were more socioeconomically advantaged than others perceived 

that ‘people from round here’ (Allen and Hollingworth, 2013) were socially and culturally 

inferior to young people who came from other places and in social space.  

Finally, the school participants attended, Millthorpe Academy, was also an important 

factor in shaping how they thought about their imagined futures. This had to do with the 

‘hidden messages’ (Donnelly, 2015) that teachers and staff at the school 

communicated to students about the kinds of HE trajectories to which they ought to be 

aspiring. Several students, for example, claimed that their teachers had encouraged 

them to apply to Russell Group or ‘research intensive’ institutions over others; as Nicky 

(male) claimed, ‘that’s what sixth form mainly focused on.’ Teachers’ advice was 

perhaps especially important for those students whose parents did not have HE 
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qualifications (which was the case for six of the ten participants) and were therefore 

potentially less well-placed to guide their children through the process (Dilnot, 2016; 

Rose, Tikly and Washbrook, 2019). The students interviewed at Millthorpe Academy 

were all studying three or four A level courses. The school offered a range of A level 

and BTEC level three options. Questionnaire data for participants from Millthorpe 

Academy are available in Table 1, Appendix D. 

 

3.5.2. School profile: Apollo International School (Singapore) 

The second school where fieldwork took place was Apollo International School. 

Although I have characterised Apollo International School as an ‘elite international 

school’ throughout the thesis, I do so with some trepidation. Although this thesis is not 

especially concerned with the subtleties which mark some schools but not others as 

‘elite’, it is worth mentioning that I have defined ‘elite international school’ here 

according partially to Gaztambide-Fernández’s (2009) definition: that elite schools are 

‘independent’, provide an ‘extensive and sophisticated curriculum’ incorporative of 

various national curricula, and that they are ‘demographically’ elite. Other markers of 

the schools ‘eliteness’ include its famous and wealthy alumni, who occupy positions of 

power around the world. I appreciate, as does Gaztambide-Fernández, that what 

constitutes an elite school is contentious and that some may not consider Apollo 

International School to be an ‘elite’ school; however, in the current study, the term is 

used to signify the relational demographic and institutional differences between the two 

groups of students involved in this study. 

There were clearly significant differences between participants from Millthorpe 

Academy and Apollo International School in terms of where they lived and went to 

school. While the students from Millthorpe Academy lived in one or near one of the 

most deprived localities in England, the students at Apollo International School lived in 

Singapore, a ‘world city’ (Olds and Yeung, 2004; Massey, 2007) or ‘global city’ 

(Sassen, 2005) and one of the most expensive cities to live in the world. 

Further, while those in Rotherham described a perceived lack of ethnic and cultural 

diversity in their local area, the students at Apollo International School recalled and 

celebrated a rich ethnic and cultural diversity at school and in the local area. 

Additionally, whereas participants from Millthorpe Academy perceived where they lived 

as peripheral, ‘stuck in the past’ and inferior to other places, the participants at Apollo 
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International School imbued Singapore with a kind of symbolic value due to their 

perception of its geographic centrality on the world map, its global connectedness and 

its supposed superiority relative to other places. Alistair captured this neatly, 

commenting, ‘Singapore’s quite central… accessible… the education, the standard of 

living is so much better. That’s, like, the main reason why we moved here.’ 

Further, whereas students at Millthorpe Academy had not considered studying abroad, 

nor did they indicate identities that were framed within a global context, the students at 

Apollo International School were much more globally reflexive (Savage et al, 2013), 

expressed global outlooks, and indicated identities that were shaped by global spatial 

imaginaries. Alistair, for instance, described himself as belonging to an ‘international 

community’, while Jude claimed to ‘understand a lot of cultures.’ This sense that they 

were global citizens who fit in and felt connected to ‘everywhere’, as Jude claimed to 

be, stemmed typically from students’ transnational and migratory experiences. That 

said, living in Singapore and the particularities of that place were also important. Being 

there and attending the school shaped their cosmopolitan and international 

sensibilities; it also signified the kinds of socioeconomic backgrounds they came from. 

For example, it was probable that in order to reside in Singapore and attend Apollo 

International School, participants’ parents were likely high-earning professionals, with 

high economic capital, and who occupied relatively high social class positions, 

particularly from a UK social class perspective (Savage et al, 2013). The kinds of 

parental occupations participants reported for their parents supported this view. They 

included a doctor, banker, CEO, civil engineer and international schoolteacher. In part, 

it was Singapore’s status as a global hub – the career opportunities, companies and 

organisations that were based in the city – that drew many of the participants families 

there.  

Attending Apollo International School also had implications for how participants thought 

about their futures. Apollo International School was an independent international 

school, part of an international network of schools and colleges located around the 

world; it was by no means a ‘local’ school on account of its international intake and its 

sense of disconnectedness from the local community (discussed later in the chapter). 

Rather, Apollo International School could have perhaps been located anywhere – being 

in Singapore seemed to be only a minor part of the school’s identity. Indeed, the school 

positioned itself as an internationally connected and global-facing institution and this 

impacted on the identity formation of its students and the kind of people they felt they 

were expected to be. Alistair, for instance, referred to ‘living… an international school 
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life’, a particular identity and experience that came with attending this type of school. 

As explored in Chapter Five, the school also acted as a space for nurturing, 

encouraging and orienting its students towards elite positions within the global HE field. 

All the students at Apollo International School were studying for the IB, which is the 

curriculum pathway offered to the students of sixth form age, with some taking 

additional SATs alongside, which is not listed as an option in the school’s prospectus. 

Questionnaire data for participants from Apollo International School are also available 

in Table 2, Appendix D. 

 

3.6. Ethical considerations and reflexivity  

‘Sociologists, when they carry out research, enter into personal and moral 

relationships with those they study.’ (British Sociological Association, 2002, p. 

2). 

Ethical issues were considered extensively in line with the ethical review process in 

place at the University of Bath, as well as the set of guidelines published by the British 

Educational Research Association (BERA) in 2018. Ethical issues related mainly to 

working with young people and ensuring no risks were posed to them, including 

emotionally. Any emotional risks were mitigated by the nature of the research, which I 

anticipated would not relate to emotionally challenging or upsetting subjects; however, 

this risk cannot be removed altogether. In any event, during discussions, I took care not 

to press too hard if participants were vague in their answers or seemed keen to move 

on from a topic. It would have been interesting to learn more about the home life of 

some participants and what sort of families they had; however, again, this was not 

something I pushed for too harshly. Other ethical issues I considered included potential 

power imbalances between myself and participants. I took measures, however small, to 

ingratiate myself with my participants, such as wearing casual clothing, which 

Hammersley and Atkinson (1997) have argued can be crucial for shaping the dynamics 

between the researcher and researched. I also used a loosely structured interview 

schedule, enabling participants to lead discussions where possible and encouraging 

‘discussions’ to take place, rather than ‘back and forth’ traditional interviews. This 

resulted almost invariably in participants’ seeming comfortable and relaxed in 

interviews and some displayed confidence in asking about my own experiences, 

particularly at the end of their interviews.  
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Additionally, there arose at points during fieldwork the need for reflexivity on my part. 

This reflexivity related to my own experiences growing up not far from Rotherham 

(where Millthorpe Academy was located) in a former mining village. I attended a mixed 

comprehensive that was materially dilapidated, where pupils gained lowed than 

average academic qualifications and grew up in what Margaret Thatcher (and 

subsequently Tony Blair and Harry Cameron) described as an ‘aspirational’ working-

class family. As such, I could relate in some ways to the participants I met at Millthorpe 

Academy. Although this provided a level of insight, I did not have at Apollo International 

School, it also meant that I would potentially take with me into the school certain 

assumptions about the participants and their lives; as Mellor et al (2014), ‘class 

matching’, as they put it, can produce both advantages and disadvantages in the 

research setting. This was something I had to consider when I visited Millthorpe 

Academy to conduct interviews. This relationships between myself and some of the 

participants – occasionally bolstered by my knowing the park they visited with friends or 

the village where they lived from my own childhood – was on the whole unproblematic. 

Although such an insider position could lead in social research to participants omitting 

information that they think one should already know (Mnyaka and Macleod, 2018).  

 

3.7. Anonymity and consent 

All schools and pupils involved in the study have been given pseudonyms to ensure 

they cannot be identified. The member of staff interviewed at Apollo International 

School has not been given a pseudonym but is referred to only by her professional title 

so as not to reveal the identity of the school itself. Deciding whether or not to 

anonymise the localities in which my participants lived was an ethical dilemma or sorts 

and one which researchers tend not to touch upon in the course of their research, 

typically favouring blanket anonymity of place names (Guenther, 2009). In the case of 

Singapore in particular, naming the city limits significantly the institutions that could be 

involved in the study and could leave open the possibility for the school to be identified 

by readers. However, there are a significant enough number of international schools in 

Singapore that it is not possible to identify the specific school where fieldwork took 

place. Furthermore, the ‘HE Information Service’ at Apollo International School is also a 

pseudonym, as other similar kinds of services exist in other international schools in 

Singapore. In the case of Rotherham, too, it was decided that given the large number 
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of mixed comprehensive schools in the vicinity and sufficient vagueness about the 

school’s exact location, the school cannot be identified by reading this study.  

It was also felt that the specific locations of Rotherham and Singapore were important 

factors in the study and were impossible to ignore. Singapore’s cultural diversity, its 

status as a world city, its centrality on the map, the visits universities from around the 

world make there to recruit students, the sense that it feels, as Emelia put it, ‘like 

Disneyland’; these are all elements of the city’s identity that students at Apollo 

International School felt it was necessary and important to draw attention to. Similarly, 

with Rotherham, it is the story of deindustrialisation and decline specific to Rotherham 

that led many of its participants to feel so negatively about it. Revisiting Stenning’s 

(2008) notion that class is placed, participants’ perceptions of Rotherham cannot be 

applied to just anywhere – their particular feelings about the place and its relationalities 

with other places are what makes it Rotherham for them, and it was felt this needed to 

be given primacy in the analysis and discussion.  

All participants were asked for their informed consent. They were provided a relatively 

short information document about the project (Appendix A), what their involvement in 

the study meant and what was required of them. On starting interviews with 

participants, I also assured them once again of their anonymity, explained again what 

the study was about and that they could withdraw their participation from the study at 

any point during the course of the project.  

 

3.8. Conclusion  

In this chapter, I have set out how I developed the methodological approach I took in 

this study. First, I set out the critical realist standpoint that guided the methodological 

decisions I made. The crucial tenets of this stance – the recognition of generative 

structures that are not necessarily available, the social constructionism underlying 

individuals’ perspectives and the structures they perceive, the primacy of context 

(Bhaskar, 1989) – supported my focus on eliciting ‘spatial imaginaries.’ This approach 

also led to the development of creative and participant-centred methods that enabled 

my participants to ‘show… their subjective geographies’ (Donnelly, Gamsu and 

Whewall, 2020, p. 95). Furthermore, the cognitive mapping method allowed the 

students to visualise – to some extent – some of the spatial structures that would have 

been more difficult to elucidate using solely traditional interview techniques. It led 
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participants to reveal powerful imaginaries of place and space, the divisions of the 

‘north and south’ of the UK, as well as of the global north and south. It also afforded 

them time for self-reflection necessary to record and step back from their images of 

social and spatial reality to consider why they made the choices they did and what 

those choices represented.  

This was also a methodology developed to address the research questions and draw 

out in interviews, and through the analytical approaches taken, not only the key topics 

and themes that the literature highlights regarding student mobilities, social class and 

British young people’s imagined futures. It also enabled the elicitation of rich data from 

diverse samples from starkly different social and spatial worlds. Developing 

overarching themes as well as working at a more granular level with the data worked 

particularly well. There were, for instance, clearly stark contrasts between the groups in 

terms of the geographic mobilities they had experienced and their positions in social 

space and international social space (as will be explored in Chapter Five). However, 

working in-depth with individual transcripts and paying close attention to the discourses 

the students used and the narratives they crafted brought into focus some of the 

nuances that differentiated individuals’ stories, which did not always fit with the themes 

that seemed to be taking shape. This was especially the case for some of the students 

at Apollo International School who were also seeking a sense of rootedness to place 

and who were also navigating towards particular types of places, albeit in different 

ways to the students at Millthorpe Academy. These were crucial findings, as they 

contradicted the sense we get from some of the literature about the ‘placeless’ GMC. 

The next two chapters bring to life the analysis of the data collected. Discussing in turn 

the two sample groups – from Millthorpe Academy and Apollo International School – 

Chapters Four and Five present and engage with the data, making sense of some of 

the broader themes that emerged, as well as offering at times multiple interpretations of 

individuals’ discussions. I also include some examples of the cognitive maps produced 

during data collection. 
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4. ‘It’s an old mining town; we’re never gonna be anything 

incredible’ 

 

4.1. Introduction 

The next two chapters focus on the narratives of the participants interviewed at 

Millthorpe Academy in northern England and Apollo International School in Singapore. 

One of the key overarching arguments I introduce through these chapters relates to the 

study’s central notion of uneven mobilities. I use this term to illustrate the counter 

imaginary pathways out from the participants’ localities that participants deemed 

possible for them. On one hand, the lines that stretched out from Rotherham were 

more ‘lateral’; they extended most often to places that were similar (socially and 

culturally) to Rotherham and its surrounding areas. The lines extending out from 

Singapore, however, went in all kinds of directions (albeit within the global north and 

towards the most prestigious institutions in the global HE field) and represented a much 

higher degree of future geographic mobility. I also use these two chapters to 

demonstrate how, from the data, the two groups had very different conceptualisations 

of ‘home’ and their localities. They also thought about geography, place and space at 

different scales. These issues are explored in this and the next chapter before being 

interrogated further in relation to the literature and the thesis’s broader arguments in 

Chapter Six. 

In this chapter, then, I discuss the spatial imaginaries and imagined futures of ten 

British young people who attended Millthorpe Academy near to the deindustrialised 

town of Rotherham in northern England. In terms of the scale of their everyday 

mobilities and imagined futures, the students at Millthorpe Academy had starkly 

different perspectives, vantage points, and experiences to those interviewed at Apollo 

International School in Chapter Five. For example, as we shall see, the participants at 

Millthorpe described their vantage point as peripheral, as though they were telling their 

stories from a marginal position. At Apollo International School, however, many 

students saw themselves as living at the centre of things. They also expressed weaker 

attachments to place; and their potential future pathways, through HE and 

geographically, typically stretched from Singapore outwards across the globe, to new 

continents, shaped by the geographic expansiveness of their social networks and aided 

by their access to economic capital and their accumulated cultural capital. The students 



82 
 

at Millthorpe Academy, on the other hand, saw themselves as anchored (Savage, 

Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005) to their locality. They gravitated to the local or what felt 

like the local; again, they were looking to make lateral moves to places that felt socially 

and culturally similar to their homeplace, and they lacked the resources and capital to 

simply move ‘anywhere’. 

More specifically, all but one of the participants from Millthorpe Academy had lived 

within the same geographic area for most of their lives. In their interviews, they 

expressed a strong and singular sense of ‘home’, belonging and attachment to their 

local area. They demonstrated strong social, cultural and place-based identities which 

had influenced where they were planning on moving in the future and the kinds of 

spaces where they felt they would ‘fit in.’ They revealed habitus that were structured by 

one particular social and cultural environment (Reay, 2004), which seemed to mediate 

their sense of legitimacy in relation to the HE field (Burke, 2016). Indeed, their local 

area represented a sort of focal point relative to which participants constructed 

boundaries and horizons that framed the kinds of trajectories that were possible for 

them (Burke, 2016). This contrasted sharply with the participants at Apollo International 

School in Singapore, most of whom had lived in multiple countries, moving around 

during childhood. Unlike the students at Millthorpe, they talked of having multiple 

‘homes’ in different places and reported feeling comfortable moving between different 

cultural environments, resulting from their extensive international travel and migration. 

The main argument in this chapter, then, foregrounds how place and the local featured 

in the narratives and functioned in the imagined futures of participants from Millthorpe 

Academy. Fundamentally, place mattered for these participants in very different ways 

than for participants at Apollo International School. It was not necessarily the case that 

place mattered more for these participants than it did for those at other schools. 

Indeed, although respondents from Apollo International School seemed willing to move 

‘anywhere’ in the world for HE study, they too oriented towards places in other subtle 

ways. As I demonstrate in the next chapter, those participants were engaged in forms 

of spatial orientation, typically steering towards countries and regions of the world 

where the most elite positions in the global HE field were located. 

However, the students at Millthorpe Academy were much more affected by the local in 

terms of how where they lived – and had always lived – shaped where they felt they 

could move to and what they believed they were capable of in the future; it was tied up 

closely with their sense of identity. Crucially, this was true of most participants at 
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Millthorpe Academy, whatever their socioeconomic backgrounds. There was something 

important about the ‘local habitus’ (Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005; Ingram, 

2009) of the deprived town of Rotherham and its surrounding areas that structured the 

habitus of individuals.  For these participants, place functioned as a mediator of the 

kinds of trajectories that were ‘for them’ and for ‘people from round here’ (Allen and 

Hollingworth, 2013), which was not the case for students at Apollo International School. 

Furthermore, not only were the identities of individuals and their locality important 

mediators of their imagined future mobilities; the identities of other places were also 

important. It was not simply the case that Rotherham was a deprived place and that the 

students themselves felt held back by it; but their options for leaving were also 

constrained by their perceptions of other places in relation to their place. This evokes 

Naidoo’s (2004, p. 458) description of Bourdieu’s ‘field’ in Chapter Two; we could think 

of the UK’s geographic expanse being made up of a multitude of places that are 

subordinate, superior – relational – depending on the rules and values of the field.  

I make the case in this chapter that although there was indeed a longing desire evident 

among some participants to leave their local area, what constituted a realistic 

alternative depended on the identities of other places and how well individuals felt they 

could ‘fit in’ there.’ In this sense, the decisions students from Millthorpe Academy were 

formulating and the futures they imagined for themselves were mediated by how they 

positioned themselves within wider geographies and by a lack of the right kinds of 

social, cultural and economic capital necessary to facilitate moving ‘anywhere.’ 

 

4.1.1. Chapter outline 

The main body of this chapter is divided into two sections. The first half explores how 

participants imagined and constructed their local area. It begins with a discussion about 

the predominantly negative impressions the students had of Rotherham and its 

neighbouring towns and villages. The students described a deprived place, ‘unsuitable’ 

for someone ‘who wants to go to uni’ (Imogen), and conceived of an identity and 

reputation for their place that was on the whole subordinate in relation to a wider UK 

geography. A significant focus in the first section is on the historicity of the area’s social 

and economic decline and of what participants perceived to be its inferiority. For 

example, they pointed to a kind of ‘social haunting’, a term employed by Gordon (1997, 

p. 16) to describe ‘social violence done in the past… that what’s been concealed is 
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very much alive and present’; Bright (2015) later used this terminology to illustrate the 

ongoing precarity facing young people in Britain’s coalfields. In the current study, this 

‘haunting’ refers to the past trauma of industrial decline felt in the present day, which 

shaped participants’ views about what futures they felt were possible for ‘people from 

round here’ (Allen and Hollingworth, 2013), as well as the enduring spatial nature of the 

social hierarchy (Sandercock, 205; Allen and Hollingworth, 2013). This first section 

concludes with a discussion about the perhaps unsurprising desires harboured by 

many of the participants to leave their local area in search of something ‘new’, 

‘different’ or ‘better’. For some, leaving represented an obvious solution for acquiring 

the kinds of social and cultural capital they felt they needed in order to be successful in 

the HE field, and to distance themselves from a social and cultural identity and 

environment with which they felt at odds. 

In the second half of the chapter, however, a kind of paradox is revealed in that, 

despite this construction of Rotherham and its surrounding areas as an inferior, 

‘unsuitable’, ‘grey’ place (Lucy) from where many wanted to escape, the participants 

appeared to be looking to move to places that felt similar, in various ways, to where 

they had grown up. Most wanted to be ‘just close enough’ to home and lacked 

confidence about moving to unfamiliar environments. One of the participants, Nicky, 

worried about becoming ‘detached from my family and where, like, I came from.’ And 

Lucy, who was perhaps the keenest among the sample to move as far away from 

home as possible, ultimately chose the option that was geographically – and, arguably, 

socially and culturally – closest to home. There seemed to be an anxiety for some 

about ‘abandoning ties and class-cultural origins’ (Friedman, 2016a, p. 110). Indeed, 

their prospects of moving somewhere too unfamiliar or moving too far away from home 

were often compounded by the social and cultural boundaries they drew for 

themselves, and by the dispositions and behaviours inscribed in their habitus. Some of 

the participants expressed anxieties about potential friction they might encounter 

entering an unfamiliar social field – the predominantly middle-class environment of 

some university campuses – and anticipated they might struggle to ‘fit in’ (Serena). And 

although Megan was planning on modifying certain performative markers of her 

classed identity – such as her spoken accent – in order to better fit in – she too stayed 

close to home and demonstrated the kind of ‘identity work’ required and the 

‘discomforts generated when habitus confronts a starkly unfamiliar field’ (Reay, Crozier 

and Clayton, 2010, p. 120). 
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The rest of this introductory section reiterates some of the context provided in Chapter 

Three about where participants lived, the school they attended and the students 

themselves. First, the historic importance of coal mining in the local area is discussed 

briefly, in terms of its centrality to the economic productivity of Rotherham and its 

surrounding areas, as well as its shaping of a shared identity and sense of community. 

The discussion moves on to an assessment of the local area in the present day as a 

place that has struggled to recover from deindustrialisation, not just economically, but 

psychologically. This provides some context for the section that follows (‘4.2. Imagining 

Rotherham’) by giving a sense, briefly, of the perceptions participants had of their town 

and how they thought it and they were perceived by outsiders. The school participants 

attended, Millthorpe Academy, is then introduced as an important space in which 

participants’ trajectories were being shaped. Finally, some context is provided about 

the sample. Most participants were spatially immobile – relative to the students 

interviews at Apollo International School – in terms of where they had lived and moved 

throughout their lives. I discuss some of the differences between the participants in 

terms of their parents’ occupations and the implications this could have had for their 

access to resources and capitals. I also suggest here that, although there were 

significant differences between individual participants in these respects, a strong 

shared sense of place and identity was prevalent among the group. I conclude the 

introduction by outlining the university decisions participants made, as well as where 

they ultimately ended up studying. 

 

4.1.2. Setting the scene: Millthorpe Academy and Rotherham 

Following a fuller description of Millthorpe Academy and its locality in Chapter Three, I 

reiterate here some of this key information for contextual purposes. The students from 

Millthorpe Academy lived in small towns and villages near to the deindustrialised town 

of Rotherham in South Yorkshire, northern England. Once thriving coal mining 

communities, heavy industry had all but disappeared by the start of the twenty-first 

century, when the sample from Millthorpe Academy were born, and the town has since 

been continuously classified as one of the most deprived localities in England (English 

Indices of Multiple Deprivation, 2019). However, as I alluded to above, these historic 

social and economic conditions – particularly the sense of the area’s decline – 

continued to shape how participants perceived the local area, their own identities as 

young people growing up there and what was possible for them in the future.  
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Millthorpe Academy itself was also an important space shaping how the students 

considered their futures. This was most evident in what participants had to say about 

teachers’ framing of the students’ potential future options and how this differed from 

those at Apollo International School. Although students at Millthorpe reported that their 

teachers were predominantly focused on ‘prestigious’, ‘research-intensive’ and ‘Russell 

Group’ institutions, there was a palpable lack of support tailored to individual students 

in making decisions about where to study in the future. Several participants did not 

have fully formed ideas about what or where they wanted to study, perhaps owing to 

the timeliness of support offered in school. For example, although students at Apollo 

International School received tailored support through the on-campus ‘HE Information 

Service’ from the age of 14, several participants at Millthorpe received virtually no 

guidance until sixth-form age. Serena, who was in year 12, explained that ‘because I’m 

only in year 12 [aged 16-17], I haven’t really thought about [where to apply to 

university] much.’ There were differences then in the ‘hidden messages’ that teachers 

were relaying to students at Millthorpe Academy in comparison to Apollo International 

School that meant some felt unprepared even at this relatively late stage in the 

decision-making process. 

 

4.1.3. Students from the old mining town 

Ten sixth form students from Millthorpe Academy took part in the study. Of these ten, 

nine had always lived in the same geographic area, mainly in the small towns and 

villages surrounding Rotherham. Although one or two had moved from one town to 

another during childhood, the distances of these moves never equated to more than a 

dozen or so miles. Compared with participants at Apollo International School in 

Singapore, the students at Millthorpe Academy had been geographically immobile in 

terms of their long-term residence. This had important implications for how these 

participants thought about their imagined futures. It meant they had a strong sense of 

place, where they belonged and which had shaped their habitus and identity and, 

subsequently, the possible futures they deemed accessible for someone like them. 

The occupations of the participants’ parents were also recorded. Eight of the ten 

participants provided this information, which I outline here briefly to illustrate some 

differences between participants at the school, at least in terms of their potential 

household income and socioeconomic status. A range of occupations were reported. 

For example, Megan’s (female) father worked as a ‘warehouse packer’ and her mum 
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was a ‘support worker.’ Sophie lived with her mum, who she described as a ‘single 

mum studying part-time and volunteering’, while Iris’s mum was a ‘teacher’ and her dad 

an ‘accountant.’ It is probable then that Sophie and Iris, for instance, were from 

socioeconomically quite different families with potentially different resources and 

capitals at their disposal.  

However, although a range of parental occupations were reported, a prevalent 

collective identity and habitus emerged among the young people interviewed that was 

associated with the local area’s historic working-class and industrial identity. Although 

Nicky, whose parents worked as a store manager and postal worker, might be 

classified as being from a more middle-class family according to more objective 

measures of social class difference (Savage et al, 2013), he proudly identified himself 

and his place as ‘working-class.’ Further, it became apparent that whatever the 

occupational differences between participants’ parents, participants’ self-positioning in 

social space collectively was mediated significantly by their geographic context. For 

example, Iris, who arguably came from a more affluent background than both Megan 

and Sophie (her mum was a teacher and her dad an accountant), argued, ‘it’s an old 

mining town, we’re never gonna be anything incredible.’ She indicated there was 

something about the place where they lived that impacted on the outlook of all the 

young people there, not just those from less socioeconomically advantaged 

backgrounds.  

This apparent mediating of objective class differences by place was also manifest in 

the choices participants made about their university destinations. All ten of the 

participants had applied to study at universities in the UK, and the majority of their 

choices were located in northern England. Eight had applied to at least one university 

in Yorkshire and four had applied to study at one of the two Sheffield universities. 

Follow-up data provided by the gatekeeper at the school showed that, in due course, 

three of the participants went to Sheffield Hallam University, two to Newcastle 

University and two to the University of Hull. One participant took a gap year but 

planned on commencing her studies in Leeds the following year. One had joined the 

navy on an apprenticeship programme that would involve studying at a university 

further down the line. And one was resitting her A-level year and planned to start her 

studies in Leeds the following year. There was clearly, then, an orientation towards 

universities that were in the north of the UK, including Scotland, which was the case for 

all participants, regardless of socioeconomic differences. This reflects findings by 

Donnelly and Gamsu (2018) that university entrants in Yorkshire are less likely than 
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those in other regions – particularly in southern England – to make long distances 

moves for university study. However, there was no propensity (as there was in 

Donnelly and Gamsu’s study) for more advantaged students to move farther away for 

university than those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.  

Further, only two of the participants progressed to Russell Group universities. These 

were Nicky and Imogen (her mum worked as a ‘sales manager’ and her dad was ‘self-

employed’ and ran a ‘computer business’) who were both from more affluent families. 

This was despite all ten of those who applied to university listing at least one Russell 

Group institution in their UCAS applications. This was significant, as the importance of 

university reputations and status, and the emphasis their teachers placed on this, was 

mentioned in many of the interviews. Serena, for example, explained that, for her, ‘it’d 

be the University of Sheffield, rather than Hallam… then it’d be, I think with Newcastle, 

the main university, is it the “University of Newcastle” I think. It’d be that one.’ Nicky 

had a similar opinion about the differences between institutions. When asked if there 

was anything particular about the list of universities he had chosen, he admitted, ‘I think 

it were the Russell Group idea… the “university ofs”, I’ve always wanted to go to like a 

research-intensive one… that’s what sixth-form mainly focused on.’ It was clear for 

many that aspiring to attend a particular type of institution was a common message 

communicated by teaching staff. However, as discussed later in the chapter, 

participants from across socioeconomic backgrounds were anxious about the potential 

social, cultural and symbolic ‘friction’ (Archer, Hollingworth and Halsall, 2007) they 

expected to encounter, particularly at more prestigious institutions. 

 

4.2. Imagining Rotherham and the desire to leave 

In this first section, participants’ perceptions of their local area are explored, not only in 

terms of how they conceived of Rotherham as a distinctive place with a particular 

history and identity, but in terms of how they thought about their locality in relation to 

other places, and in the context of a wider geography. I am interested here, for 

instance, in the wider power-geometries that connect (or disconnect) Rotherham from 

other places and the wider UK geography (Massey, 2005), as well as the sense of the 

locality as subordinate – stigmatised (Wacquant, 2007) and ‘lacking’ – in relation to 

other places. The section begins with a discussion about the view commonly 

expressed by participants that Rotherham and its surrounding areas were in various 

ways ‘lacking.’ This lack was not just a material deficit of local facilities and amenities, 
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as several pointed out, but a symbolic and in some ways intangible absence – of 

‘excitement’, as Serena reported, and of social and cultural capital in the form of role 

models, as Imogen suggested.  

Following this, the shadow of deindustrialisation that seemed to hang over the local 

area is explored. It became apparent in interviews that this past trauma was not some 

forgotten about, historic event, but a process that continued to shape how the young 

people conceived of their place and the people who lived there. Several participants 

recounted the old-fashioned values and attitudes that predominated, particularly among 

the older generations where they lived. Lucy (female) exemplified this, claiming ‘people 

from here hate Margaret Thatcher… that seems to be people’s beliefs here.’ This 

overhang of historic trauma and decline is framed in the discussion as having a 

‘haunting’ (Bright, 2015) effect on the younger generations locally. It appeared to shape 

what many, including those from more affluent backgrounds, had come to expect of 

themselves and the futures that were available to them. As Iris put it, ‘it’s an old mining 

town, we’re never gonna be anything incredible.’  

The section concludes with an exploration of how this sense of place was constructed 

within wider, relational geographic imaginaries, wherein Rotherham and in some cases 

‘the north’ more generally were seen as inferior to the rest of the UK. For example, the 

‘lack’ or deficit of the local area that participants described was made all the more 

acute by what they perceived other places and the people there to be like; the ‘old-

fashioned things here’ that Lucy mentioned defined Rotherham as somewhere that was 

‘less than’ those places that were not thought of as old-fashioned. Finally, I discuss the 

desire expressed by many of the participants to leave. While some, like Harry, were in 

search of something unspecifically ‘new’ and ‘different’, others, like Imogen, sought to 

distance themselves from what they saw as the negative connotations of the identity of 

their place and its residents. 

 

4.2.1. ‘It’s just kind of on its last legs’ 

On the whole, participants had largely negative things to say about Rotherham and its 

surrounding areas. Most argued that their local area was ‘lacking’ something, that it 

was empty and lifeless. For example, Serena (female) claimed that ‘there’s just not 

much to see and do, really, [it’s], like, lacking something… I can’t really think of owt 

[sic] that’s in Rotherham, apart from [pause], no, I can’t think of owt.’ When asked what 
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she thought the local area lacked, Serena responded, ‘excitement, really, there’s, it’s 

missing something… you go through [the] town centre and it’s just boarded up shops… 

it’s just not pretty.’ Megan (female), who was the only participant to live outside of 

Rotherham in nearby Barnsley, offered a similar view, stating, ‘Barnsley’s just dead all 

the time… I don’t like to go with my friends to Rotherham cos there’s just nothing really 

there.’ Further, Iris (female) was particularly pessimistic about the town and its future. 

She argued, cynically, ‘it’s just kind of on its last legs and it’s trying, but it’s just, it’s 

never gonna be amazing.’  

In their descriptions, participants evoked the kind of ‘ghost town’ imagery employed by 

Yuill (2017) to describe the deterioration of UK high streets since the 2008 economic 

recession. In her study, Yuill (2017, p. 2) illustrates the loss of urban space for social 

interaction in communities adversely affected by deindustrialisation, describing what 

she saw as: 

Abandoned space… an absence, not just of a commercial venture, but a spatial 

void that symbolically and negatively reorders the physical and emotional space 

and experiences of the street. 

What Yuill describes is a reconfiguring of social relations and how these hollowed out 

spaces are (de)valued and (under)utilised. This reordering is powerful and means that 

these urban spaces, which may once have provided meaningful space for social 

interaction, identity construction and place attachment (Savage et al, in Yuill, 2017), are 

now ‘without meaning’ and devalued (Cresswell, 2015, p. 16).  

The ‘lack’ that participants pointed to, however, described not only the material and 

tangible decline of their place. It also described the lack of sources of social and 

cultural capital on which young people like themselves could draw. For example, when 

Imogen discussed her future plans for university study and what career path she might 

take in the future, she explained: 

Where I am now, it hasn’t really given me much [sic] opportunities or places to 

go but I’m thinking, if I get out then maybe more, like, opportunities will come to 

me… Like, [in] Rotherham or, like, Barnsley, you just haven’t really heard of 

anyone really being successful and, like, my whole time here, I haven’t really 

found something that’s really inspired me to do something, or someone to look 

up to, they all seem to be based elsewhere. 
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Imogen makes a powerful claim here about the absence she perceived both of 

‘opportunities’ and positive role models where she lived. More implicitly, she pointed to 

the particular kinds of cultural capital that she wanted to acquire from others in her local 

area (Reay, Ball and Harry, 2002), particular from the right kinds of social contacts who 

had ‘been successful.’ Her notion that those whom she might ‘look up to’ are ‘based 

elsewhere’ points to a perceived geographic structuring of social space; her habitus 

has framed for her where ‘people from round here’ belong in the social order, as well 

as where ‘successful’ people are located spatially (Sandercock, 2005; Allen and 

Hollingworth, 2013). That Imogen had struggled to find ‘something that’s really inspired 

me to do something’, then, illustrated how this perceived lack of social and cultural 

capital (that can be mobilised in the educational field) mediated her ‘space of possibles’ 

– her ‘chances of access to different positions… and expectations for what was 

possible’ (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 64). 

Serena echoed Imogen’s argument, describing this lack of available capital that holds 

legitimacy in the HE field, as a reason to leave her local area. When asked why much 

of her local area was shaded red on her map, Serena clarified: 

[I have] spent all my life round here… [There’s] nowt [sic] much to see and do 

really, cos you’ve visited all [the] places it has to offer. 

Serena suggested that there was nothing new to experience or in which to find value, 

giving a sense that her access to the cultural capital that mattered was limited because 

of what was (un)available in her locality. Both Imogen’s and Serena’s perceptions that 

social and cultural capital (forms thereof that are seen as more legitimate in the HE 

field) were lacking had become potentially more apparent to them as they anticipated 

their entry to the HE field (Naidoo, 2004). They recognised perhaps that, by lacking 

access to particular forms of capital, they would not fulfil the ‘varied requirements that 

“positions” [within that field] entail’ (Mouzelis, 2008, p. 1; McKenzie, 2016). It was 

perhaps because of this perceived lack of social and cultural capital – particularly that 

which represented currency in the HE field (Burke, 2016) – that many were planning to 

leave the local area, in search of sources of capital that were lacking locally.  

The narratives above also point to participants’ limited everyday mobilities within their 

locality. For example, there was nothing for Megan to experience, nothing of value for 

her to partake of, in Rotherham, so she did not go there. Imogen had not encountered 

people who had ‘been successful’ because most of her time was spent in her 

immediate local area. And there was a sense from Serena that she had run out of 
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opportunities to accumulate new forms of cultural capital because of what was 

unavailable to her in her locality and because that was where she spent most of her 

time. We can see here how the students everyday (im)mobilities within and particularly 

beyond their locality limits to some extent the self-making practices that are made 

possible by individuals’ movements through and between places (Jensen, 2009). 

 

4.2.2. The enduring and affective (or ‘haunting’) identity of the ‘old mining 

town’ 

Many of the participants referred to Rotherham and its surrounding areas as an ‘old 

mining town’ and ‘pit villages.’ I perceived this to be a striking way to describe their 

place given the participants were likely two generations removed from the generation 

directly impacted by the largescale pit closures of the previous century Although the 

last pit in Rotherham closed in 2013, the majority in Rotherham and surrounding areas 

were closed in the 1980s and early 1990s. None of the participants’ parents had 

worked in mining in the past, though some perhaps had grandfathers who had been 

miners. Framing the place in this way arguably reflected the lasting legacy of mining 

and deindustrialisation in the area. 

These terms – ‘old mining town’ and ‘pit villages’ – were significant and often used 

derogatively to describe the area’s identity. For Iris, the term ‘old mining town’ defined 

the area and the people who lived there; it informed what she had come to expect of 

her and her peers.  She explained, ‘it’s, like, it’s an old mining town, we’re never gonna 

be anything incredible…  it is what it is.’ This reflects a collective ‘local habitus’ (Ingram, 

2009) – a relationship between the identity of the place and the expectations and 

predispositions of the young people who live there – which is expanded upon later in 

this first section of the chapter. Iris also hinted at what she saw as the temporality of 

the town’s deprived condition – that it seemed as though it would never improve. 

Furthermore, she seemed to be suggesting that this meant she and her friends were at 

some sort of intractable disadvantage and were inferior – that being from ‘this place’ 

would continue to hold her back in the future. This resonates with Skeggs’ (1997) study 

of working-class women in north-west England, whose localised, classed and cultural 

distinction and identities meant they felt were never ‘good enough.’ Strikingly in the 

current study, this was true even of participants like Iris, who came from arguably more 

middle-class families, at least in terms of their probable material wealth and household 
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income. There was something about the identity of the place, then, that participants 

believed would diminish their life chances that transcended social class boundaries 

between individuals.  

This identity related to the people who lived there and a kind of shared class and 

cultural identity. Megan, for example, conceived of the old mining villages that made up 

the local area as a sort of homogenous space, where everyone is somehow ‘the same’: 

I mean, I don’t mind that I come from a mining village, but I don’t particularly 

like… this kind of… old-fashioned-ness… we’re all white British who come from 

the mining villages, so we’re all basically from the same backgrounds and 

there’s just not much variation at all. 

Megan reflected with some negativity on the lack of ethnic diversity she saw in her local 

area and pointed to a kind of shared identity that typified the locals. Perhaps this 

assessment of her local area was also to do with a kind of latent desire of Megan, and 

others, to broaden their spatial – and subsequently their social and cultural – 

parameters. There was a kind of outward-looking reflexivity that Megan aspired to 

because she felt at odds with the ethnic, social and cultural homogeneity she perceived 

in her local area.  

Lucy, who was from a higher socioeconomic background than Megan, agreed that 

there was something about coming from a ‘pit village’ that instilled in those who lived 

there a shared sense of identity: 

Like, Rotherham, we’re from, like, a pit village, like, a miners’ village, so we’re 

all kind of the same, like, type of people, and we like all look the same, we’re all 

from the same backgrounds. 

Like Megan, Lucy could also have been referring to ethnicity when she argued ‘we all 

look the same.’ However, she may also have been alluding to something more implicit 

about the ways she thinks young people from the local area were perceived by 

outsiders; it is possible, for instance, that she was referring to an aesthetic distinction in 

the form of the clothes people wear – their taste and style (Bourdieu, 2010; Archer, 

Hollingworth and Halsall, 2007). Further still, she could also have been pointing more 

tacitly towards a shared of group habitus – the embodied capital, ingrained dispositions 

and attitudes – of the young people who live in her place, which had been shaped by 

local conditions and that grouped them together in social space (Ingram, 2009; 
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Bourdieu, 1985). That is to say that participants had particular perceptions of 

themselves and ‘people from round here’ because of the particular social and cultural 

identity they attached to the place and the people who lived there (Allen and 

Hollingworth, 2013, p. 51).  

This defining of the local area as ‘old-fashioned’ and homogenous was also related to 

how participants perceived the older generations who lived in the local area. The 

students pointed out what they considered to be negative or ‘old-fashioned’ values, 

beliefs, practices and norms – a kind of cultural identity – that still characterised the 

local population (Tuan, 1977; Cresswell, 2015). Lucy highlighted what she believed 

were some of the outdated attitudes held by the older generation locally: 

People have, like, Margaret Thatcher, for example… people from here hate 

Margaret Thatcher… I don’t really know where I stand on that at all… but, like, 

that’s a general, like, thing that seems to be, like, people’s beliefs here… I 

dunno, I think there’s kind of still this old-fashioned thing here… there just 

seems to be like very general, like, things that people are stuck in, stuck in that 

way of thinking. 

Although Lucy did not seem to have much of an understanding about who Margaret 

Thatcher was and what this hatred towards her represented, she included this example 

to symbolise a kind of disconnection she perceived between the older local population, 

not only with her own generation, but with people outside of her place. This 

disconnection was cultural and temporal – an ‘old-fashioned-ness’ – that meant her 

local area was somehow lagging behind or ‘stuck’ relative to other people in other 

places, because the local population had been and were still affected emotionally by 

the past trauma of deindustrialisation.  However, in another exchange, Lucy also 

explained that, from her point of view, one of her own peers was also ‘old-fashioned’ in 

the way she imagined her future: 

I do have this friend who’s... very, very kind of old fashioned in her beliefs, like, 

she’s got a boyfriend now who she wants to stay with forever, they’re gonna 

have children and they’re gonna get married in the next five years and she’s 

gonna live here and, like…oh, it just gives me a headache, like, just thinking 

[laughs]… times have changed a lot from when women had to, like, marry a 

man and, like, have children and live at home and look after the children. 
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So, this was a disconnect felt not only between herself and older generations, but with 

some of her peers also. Lucy was arguing that the once well-defined roles of men and 

women have diminished societally but in her local area, many, including from her own 

generation, still subscribed to what she saw as an outdated gender structure. Lucy’s 

discussion here evokes what Morrin (2016) describes as a ‘temporal residue’ of ‘past 

repression’, which surfaces and creates disjuncture when ‘habitus-field relations 

rupture.’ That is to say that Lucy’s sense of alienation from the older and some of her 

own generation and their ways of thinking is a sort of manifestation of her habitus 

breaking away – diverging from the habitus of those in her place – as she progresses 

towards entering the HE field, and the tension this can create. 

Further, the sense Lucy gave of her place being ‘stuck’ resonates with Bright’s (2015) 

theorising about deindustrialised communities. Bright argues that industrial decline in 

former mining communities is not a forgotten-about event. Rather, it represents a 

‘continuing… affective context for the lived experience of thousands of young people 

within Britain’s former coalfields.’ Bright (ibid, p. 143) uses the concept of ‘social 

haunting’ to describe how the ‘social violence’ inflicted on these communities 

historically had affected the attitudes and experiences of future generations. He also 

suggests that this haunting effect of past events has created social and cultural chasms 

between young people in former mining communities and those elsewhere. In his 

study, this chasm manifested in his young participants’ ‘fury’ and ‘need to fight back 

against what they perceived as the imposition, through schooling, of an alien middle-

class culture.’ In the current study, however, the chasm seemed to be spatial, between 

the local area and elsewhere, and intergenerational, between participants and the older 

generation whose attitudes differed to their own.  

The idea of a haunting is also pertinent in the context of the current study. Participants 

appeared to be affected by the ‘old mining town’ identity that prevailed, in terms of what 

they had come to expect of themselves and their peers. Invariably describing their 

place as ‘stuck’, ‘dead’ and ‘old-fashioned’, they gave a sense of a place left behind, 

peripheral and inferior to other places – it was haunted by what had happened there in 

the past. This haunting related also to participants’ habitus, which were structured by 

the local area and the identity conjured by the place. For example, they described their 

local area not as a place where the effects of industrial decline had already occurred. 

Rather, as Bright found in his study, they thought of their place as having been in 

continuous decline – as having been ‘stuck’ in its history – to the point where it remains 

behind and inferior to everywhere else. 
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4.2.3. ‘I remember when I went to London… it was so colourful’: Power-

geometry and territorial stigmatisation 

This sense that their local area was somehow socially, culturally and economically 

behind or inferior to other places became particularly amplified during discussions 

about participants’ wider and relational geographies; they revealed important spatial 

structures within which their local area was generally seen as ‘less than’ the rest of the 

UK. Lucy, for example, used a colourful analogy to highlight the differences between 

her local area and elsewhere: 

I think [my local area is] quite grey… I remember when I went to London, there 

was just like this shop or something, it was so colourful… it sounds kinda silly 

saying I want to move places because there’s nice colours or whatever… I’m 

just kinda sick of looking at the same things, cos living here… I don’t really 

travel that much, so, erm, seeing the same, like, school every day and then 

going down the same roads and stuff, like, I’m just tired of it, I just wanna go 

somewhere else. 

Although she was a little unclear about the symbolism behind this analogy, Lucy 

recalled how her visit to London had brought into focus the ‘greyness’ of her local area. 

This was far from a simply aesthetic description of the landscape, but a reference also 

to her own geographic immobility and the monotony she felt travelling the same routes 

and seeing the same places every day. Serena also expressed the boredom she 

experienced in her locality, comparing her local area to nearby Sheffield: 

You just get bored of it [where I live] … but with Sheffield, it’s changing all [the] 

time… whereas where we are, it just doesn’t seem to change.  

Sheffield was made more appealing because of this sense that it was undergoing 

continual development, that it was a space that was in some way moving forwards.  

There was a temporal element to these descriptions – a sense that Rotherham was 

behind other places that were seen to be ‘moving’ forwards. Megan alluded more 

explicitly to this temporality: 

Cos, like, Barnsley and all round here, it’s not really, there’s nothing really 

happening, whereas in London, it’s just constantly moving, constant, 

something’ll be happening. 
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Places like London and Sheffield, then, were seen to be moving forwards, in contrast to 

the local area, which was not. This relates again, perhaps, to the ‘haunting’ of 

deindustrialisation and feeling among participants that their place had been left behind 

or ‘stuck.’ Massey’s (2007) concept of power-geometry is also illuminating here. She 

argues, for instance, that the growth and status of larger cities like London do not 

happen in isolation but are part of an affective wider geographic structuring. The 

descriptions above speak to this power-geometry and the ‘uneven [economic] 

development’ of the economy which (re)structures social inequalities (Massey, 2004). 

Places like Rotherham, for example, could be thought of as being less connected than 

others to the flows of power that link London to other places. And that as London’s 

status has grown, other places have become ‘in one way or another either obscured 

from view or relegated to some sort of minority or inferior status’ (Massey, 2007, p. 23-

23).  

This sense of disconnection between the local area and the rest of the UK was a 

prominent feature in participants’ spatial imaginaries. And it was evident in other ways 

and at other scales. Iris, for instance, described what she saw as the UK’s north-south 

divide: 

Well, all [the] higher paid jobs are meant to be down south, better houses, 

everything’s more expensive down south cos it’s just meant to be better, better 

place to live. 

She equated the wealth concentrated in ‘the south’ with the quality of life she imagined 

the people there enjoyed. She also touched on what she perceived to be her place’s 

marginality. The south, in her imagined geography, was where more economic capital 

was concentrated – in the form of higher-paying jobs, quality housing and more 

economic capital in circulation. But the idea that it is ‘better’ than where she lives 

suggests that her place is peripheral to, disconnected from and inferior to what the 

south represents. In alluding to these spatial divides, participants evoked territorial 

stigmatisations (Wacquant, 2007) through which different spaces were privileged or 

subordinated in participants’ minds. As we saw in the previous section, these 

stigmatised versions of place seemed to predominate among the group. As Bourdieu 

points out, ‘assembling in one place a population homogeneous in its dispossession’, 

territorial stigmatisation ‘also has the effect of accentuating dispossession’ (Bourdieu, 

cited in Wacquant, 2007, p. 69). Iris had come to accept this idea of her place as 
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inferior because of its particular ‘cultural properties’, that, relationally, ‘[marked her local 

area] out as different or marginalised’ (Crossley, 2017, p. 8). 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, many talked of their plans to leave the local area. 

Leaving was often associated with finding something (often unspecifically) ‘new’ or 

‘different.’ For Harry, moving away for university represented an opportunity to break 

away from the place where he had always lived and where he felt bored: 

 INT: So, you’ve always been here, and you’ve got an urge to –  

 Harry: Try something new, see what it’s like outside. 

Lucy was also keen to leave the local area. When asked what she thought might be 

different about living in a new town or city for university, she answered, ‘I dunno, just, 

just not here.’ She did not draw on the specificities of the places where she was 

considering moving to; rather, these places – Edinburgh, Hull and Edge Hill – 

represented merely a break away from her current surroundings and the presumption 

that anywhere must be better than here. For Imogen, her motivation for moving away 

stemmed partly from the ‘crime’ and ‘quite rough’ people she saw in her local area. She 

explained, ‘I don’t really think that’s a suitable environment for somebody who, like, 

kinda, wants to go to uni.’ Imogen communicated several things here. First, she seems 

to have subscribed to a kind of pathologised view of her place – that it was full of crime 

and ‘rough’ people. She also attempted to distance herself from this dominant 

discourse, repeated by others at Millthorpe, about her local environment and the 

people who lived there, who she seemed to believe were unsuitable for HE. 

Further, we can see in this section how, despite spending most of their time in their 

locality, participants form, through their ‘micro’ mobilities (however infrequent) between 

places and beyond their local area, perceptions of other places that inform how they 

feel about their local area. Their narratives demonstrate the importance of studying 

these ‘everyday micro-geographies’ (Holton and Finn, 2018); they illuminate the 

students’ reflections on the identity of their own place in relation to other places, as well 

as how everyday mobilities shape their orientations towards places in the future and 

their desire to leave their locality.  

What we have seen in this first section of Chapter Four is, potentially, a reason or 

rationale for some participants to leave. Although most of the students at Millthorpe 

Academy have lived long-term in the same place and point to their restricted mobilities 
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within their local area, they should not be considered ‘immobile.’ Rather, they have 

experienced mobility beyond their place, albeit often infrequently and small in scale, 

which has shaped their views of their current locality, introduced them to places that 

they consider ‘superior’ to where they live, and instilled in some a desire to leave in 

order to acquire the capital they desire and which they perceive to be elsewhere. 

However, as I demonstrate in the second half of this chapter, leaving is not a simple 

prospect. Many lack the kinds of capital – symbolised by: the right kinds of bridging and 

bonding social capital (Putnam, 2002); economic resources and relevant cultural 

capital which facilitate mobility; direction in school; and well-trodden pathways of other 

youth in their local area – that could link them to other, specific types of places and 

which lead to certain kinds of (including mobile) trajectories. In the second half of this 

chapter, I explore how participants’ desires to leave and their capacity to do so are 

mediated by factors such as their strong attachments to home, the strong association 

between their locality and their identity, and by a lack of expectation for a future that 

exists beyond their locality – or similar places close by – because of their limited social 

capital, and the lack of concerted careers guidance they encounter in school. 

 

4.3. Moving away ‘laterally’ 

Despite participants’ desire to move away from the local area and their often 

derogatory views of their locality, leaving social and kinship networks, and transcending 

what were, for some, important social and cultural boundaries that distinguished places 

from each other, was not a straightforward process. Indeed, as interviews with 

participants progressed to talking about their wider and relational geographic 

imaginaries, powerful boundaries were revealed that made moving to some places 

easier than to others. Despite having very negative things to say about her local area, 

for instance, Serena described her ‘comfort zone’, a literal ‘triangle’ within which she 

felt her transition to university would be easier, and within which she felt a sense of 

familiarity and belonging. It was the existence of these imagined social and cultural 

boundaries that caused some of the participants to think carefully about the places 

where universities were located, and that led some to consider what were arguably 

more lateral moves – to places that felt more like home to them.  

Throughout the second half of this chapter, I focus on this boundary making and the 

factors that influenced how far from home participants were willing to move – how 

geographically mobile they could imagine being. I explore how participants’ everyday 
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mobilities compounded further the options that seemed available to them, how, for 

instance, Sophie’s sense of distance and relative immobility outside of her local area 

had led to her sense of detachment from the rest of the UK and her need to stay close 

to what felt familiar. I show how participants’ perceptions that their habitus would not 

align with the HE field – or with the requirements of certain positions within the HE field 

(Naidoo, 2004) – mediated their choices. 

Furthermore, I explore the connections the young people have to different places and 

opportunities, to illustrate how their mobilities are running unevenly relative to the 

students from Apollo International School. I focus on the social ties – the bonding and 

bridging capital (Putnam, 2002) – individuals have and how (or whether) these are 

instrumentalised. For example, having a social contact at a prestigious university could 

function as a kind of bridge to a particular career, to a geographic location, or to 

retaining one’s social position; however, this was generally missing from the accounts 

of students at Millthorpe Academy. I exemplify how some, like Megan, attempted to 

overcome this obstacle by modifying how she thought others perceived her cultural 

identity and ingratiating herself culturally with the people she expects to find at 

university. The section concludes with a discussion about the roles families and 

teachers at Millthorpe Academy played in shaping what trajectories participants felt 

were achievable for them.  

 

4.3.1. Staying ‘just close enough’ to home 

Although most participants were planning on leaving their local area, as indicated by 

their university choices, there were limits to the extent to which they felt able to move. 

In some cases, it seemed apparent that there was something about the local area and 

their attachment to it that made them want to stay just close enough, to retain their 

connection to it. Some also looked for places that were similar to where they had grown 

up and which represented a less extreme divergence from what they were used to. 

Nicky, for instance, was not planning on moving too far away from home. He explained 

that he would feel more comfortable moving to another ‘northern industrial city, like 

Manchester’ than to somewhere in the south of England. For him, moving to 

somewhere like Manchester or Newcastle was a significant distance to move, but 

represented a far less extreme distance from home – not just physically, but social and 

culturally – than moving to, say, the south of England.  
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Serena’s university choices were located in ‘places that I know well, like, [that] aren’t 

out of my comfort zone.’ She talked about the need to stay close to her family and her 

younger sister in particular, whom Serena feared would be upset by her sudden 

departure from the family home. Further, Serena perceived a quite distinct geometry or 

‘triangle’, as she put it, within which her potential future options were located, and 

within which she felt a greater sense of familiarity. She elaborated: 

A: I think it’s like a triangle, cos you’ve got Manchester, Leeds, Sheffield… and 

Newcastle 

INT: What does that triangle mean? 

A: Just everything in-between, it’s what I’m used to and that. 

In this example, Serena imagined very clear social and cultural boundaries she felt 

unable to transcend. Within these boundaries, she anticipated a much smoother 

transition to university because the places represented, to a relatively high extent, what 

she was used to seeing in her local area.  

Harry was also looking to move to somewhere that felt relatively familiar. He enjoyed 

spending time in the rural areas where he lived and was looking to move to somewhere 

that offered a similar landscape he could explore. Again, however, although he was 

looking to experience somewhere new and ‘see what it’s like outside’ of his local area, 

he caveated this desire, like others at the school, adding, ‘but obviously not too far 

away’, suggesting perhaps that this was not the ‘done thing’ from his perspective. Kiri, 

too, did not want to be ‘too far from home.’ She admitted in her interview that she would 

‘love to leave, but then still be able to reach’ home easily.’ And although Lucy was one 

of the keenest among the sample to move far away from home, she opted ultimately for 

the institution that was geographically closest to home, the University of Hull. She 

explained, ‘I was kind of tied between Hull and Edinburgh, just, [I chose Hull] 

because… it’s close enough, but not too close to home.’ For some participants, then, 

there was potentially some ‘anxiety over abandoning ties and class-cultural origins’ 

going on here that mediated the desires they expressed elsewhere in their interviews to 

move away from their local area (Friedman, 2016a, p. 110).  

This anxiety – which Friedman (2016b, p. 110) argues can be caused by the ‘durability 

of primary [habitus] dispositions’ – was particularly evident when participants who had 

previously been quite negative about their local area sought to defend their earlier 
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position. Harry, who had previously talked of the shame he felt at admitting where he 

came from, later admitted, ‘I’d be content with staying here… I don’t mind [the local 

area], it’s quite nice around [here].’ Kiri, who admitted that she had never even been to 

Rotherham town centre because ‘people just say stuff like it’s scruffy’, claimed later 

that where she lived now was ‘probably my favourite place I’ve lived so far.’ She had 

lived previously in Nigeria, London and Coventry, but explained: 

I just like the people here, basically, and there’s a lot more green, so there’s like 

parks and stuff like that and, like, I just like my estate really, just where I live, I 

like it more than were I’ve lived before. 

For Serena, who had been quite negative previously about her local area, the sense of 

home she found there made it an important and special place in her imaginary. She 

clarified: 

Even though I’m fed up of living around here, it’ll always be like home, so it will 

be important to me… even though I don’t really like it, but, yeah, just staying 

close to home [is important]. 

It appeared Serena was resigned to staying close to home for nostalgic reasons that 

she could not fully articulate. She struggled to find positive things to say about the 

place and admitted that she did not ‘really like it.’ Yet, she felt she belonged there and 

that it was important for her to stay. When asked later what she had to say about the 

local people who lived in her area, Serena answered somewhat defensively, ‘oh, 

they’re friendly, really nice, especially [where I live], it’s close community, everyone 

knows everyone.’ She revealed something about the ‘social closeness’ and tightknit 

social relations within the local community that was perhaps something participants 

associated with particular spatial regions, such as ‘the north’ (Rönnlund, 2019). Nicky 

(male, working-class) also exemplified the importance of staying connected to the local 

area, particularly the north, and the social connections he had there. When questioned 

about why he had chosen universities in northern England, he responded, ‘I didn’t 

wanna, like, become detached from my family and where, like, I came from. I think 

that’s… [the] worst thing I could’ve done.’ Sophie, who was perhaps the most anxious 

to stay close to home, explained: 

I’m a very dependent person… I want to stay local… so that I can live at 

home… if I were living independently on myself, I think I’d just get a bit lost in 

what I were doing… I kinda need guiding… I’m very, like, homebound, I love my 
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family, like, I’m always round me family, like, all, 24/7… I think I’d miss 

everybody too much. 

Sophie exemplified the anxiety others expressed about leaving their families and social 

networks and abandoning their roots.  

Their desires to leave, then, were mediated by strong bonding social capital (Putnam, 

2002) not only to family and kinship networks where they lived but also, in Kiri’s case, 

to ‘the people here’ more generally. It was as though at times the students were 

attempting to build imaginary lines outward from their place to idealised destinations for 

HE which were then reined in, shortened, by their attachment to the local and their 

sentimentality towards it. They recognise perhaps that aspiring to leave home is the 

‘done thing’, the doxa of the HE field, a kind of normalised mode of being a university 

student. However, these desires are overridden by the importance of places and in 

particular of their locality, however much they might dislike it. 

 

4.3.2. ‘I don’t get out much’: Everyday (im)mobilities and anchoring to the 

north 

The students’ desires to leave their locality were mediated further by their strong 

attachment to home, their sense of belonging to a particular region and place, and by 

their everyday immobilities. In these regards, the participants at Millthorpe Academy 

could be thought of as quite different to those interviewed at Apollo International School 

in Singapore, who were willing to move vast distances for university study. Further, it 

was not just for their intentions to make these ‘spectacular, one-off’ (Finn, 2017) moves 

that participants in Singapore stood apart from those in Rotherham, but for the scale of 

their everyday mobilities. They had often travelled independently outside of Singapore 

and had moved between continents with their families. And they had multiple ‘homes’ 

that brought about routinised, long-distance travel between (usually) the UK and other 

parts of the world. Their conceptions of place and the ways they thought about space 

were on a larger scale – typically more global – and their sense of home and belonging 

were not static but mediated by their mobility. These ‘homes’ and sites of belonging 

functioned as ‘anchors’ (Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005), forms of belonging that 

were not conditional on long-term rootedness, but on the ‘spatio-temporal routines of… 

life’ (Fallov, Jørgensen and Knudsen, 2013, p. 476). 
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For the students at Millthorpe Academy, their sense of where home was and where 

they belonged was long-term and invariably anchored to a single geographic site. This 

was important, as it represented a sort of focal point, a frame of reference through 

which their mobilities away from that point were framed. Sophie’s everyday mobility 

was a case in point here. She travelled to different towns, mostly within Yorkshire, to 

play football on weekends with the junior team she played for. She mentioned that she 

occasionally travelled twenty miles to a venue in one own, adding, ‘we go quite far with 

football.’ That this was ‘quite far’ gave a sense of the spatial parameters – the scale – 

of Sophie’s everyday mobility. Her relative immobility was evident elsewhere in her 

interview where she revealed that she did not often venture beyond the boundaries of 

her local area and lacked knowledge about the wider geography of the UK. She had 

written in large text across the lower half of her UK map: ‘Wales/London’ (Figure 2). We 

discussed this annotation: 

 INT: And what about that whole area at the bottom? 

 E: I thought that were Wales. 

 INT: Which bit? 

 E: I thought it were all Wales… but Wales is only a tiny country, isn’t it? So… 

INT: So, where is it roughly? 

 E: Is it, like, at the bottom? 

Sophie’s apparent lack of knowledge about UK geography, for which she stood out 

from other participants in the study, indicated not only her geographic immobility, but 

her potential detachment and sense of distance from the rest of the UK.   

There were numerous instances where participants, including those from arguably 

more socioeconomically affluent backgrounds, relative to others at Millthorpe Academy, 

hinted at their own geographic immobility. For example, although Kiri was from a 

considerably better-off household than Sophie, she admitted, ‘I don’t move much, I 

don’t get out much.’ Alexa, who did not reveal her parents’ occupations, but did state 

that they had both studied at university, had never been ‘down south’, except for a one-

off visit to London. Megan, whose mum was a ‘support worker’ and her dad a 

‘warehouse packer’, shared that she had ‘never really been out of South Yorkshire’ and 

Imogen, (whose mother was a ‘sales manager’ and whose dad ran a ‘self-employed  
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Figure 2: Sophie’s map of the UK3. 

 

 
3 Annotations (clockwise from top-right): ‘too far from home/family’; ‘Scotland’; ‘Rather stay very local for 
university’; ‘closer to home’ (Manchester); ‘Easy to access’; ‘Hull’; ‘able to live at home’ (Leeds/Sheffield); 
‘university choice’ (Sheffield); ‘Liverpool’; ‘Wales/London’; ‘too far from family/home’; ‘Have family in 
Wales but not close family’; ‘London – like because it’s a busy place with nice buildings and nice sights’; 
‘Ireland’; ‘Too far from family/home’; ‘Ireland – like Ireland because it’s a nice peaceful and small 
country’. Full page version of map available in Appendix F. 
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computer business’) admitted that she did not ‘really go anywhere outside of [the local 

area] … mainly because I don’t really need to.’ There is not an assumption here that 

the more affluent a participants’ household, the more geographically mobile they 

should be. Rather, these admissions illustrate the propensity of the group, regardless 

of background, to stay generally within the geographic confines of their local area.  

Tellingly, the vast majority of participants’ university choices were located in northern 

England. Out of all the participants at this school, Serena stood out for the amount of 

travelling she undertook outside of the local area. She was a member of a national 

youth sports team and travelled around the UK and abroad for sporting competitions, 

including independently, without her family. However, she sensed that she would 

struggle to get herself to and from a new and unfamiliar place, admitting, ‘see, if I were 

gonna Scotland, I’d probably end up on the wrong train and end up down south 

somewhere.’ She expressed a genuine lack of confidence regarding her independent 

mobility, admitting, ‘if I go on my own, it’s just gonna be, like, daunting.’ This confidence 

issue has been related in the literature to social class identities and the predispositions 

towards ‘risk’ of young people from lower social class backgrounds. We have already 

seen the anxieties expressed by several of the participants about the risks posed by 

the prospect of moving away to their sense of belonging and loss of social ties. 

However, while this has often been seen as an aversion to risk that predominates 

among young people from working-class backgrounds (Archer and Hutchings, 2000; 

Keane, 2011), it was clear from participants in the current study that this is not a 

concern exclusively for those from arguably poorer backgrounds, but for participants 

from a range of socioeconomic backgrounds.  

Further, a perhaps obvious question could be raised here regarding travel and mobility 

beyond the local area. If Sophie has never really left her locality and demonstrates a 

lack of knowledge about UK geography, how likely is she to pursue options that are 

farther afield? Again, the suggestion here is not that she should or indeed needs to do 

so; I am not arguing that mobility is a good or necessary aspiration. However, her lack 

of extensive knowledge of a wider geography beyond her locality and that she rarely 

ventures beyond its boundaries shows that her options for leaving are not just 

restricted by her economic situation, as she explains later in the chapter, but by her 

own unique geographic frame of reference and the scale at which she perceives 

geography; that twenty miles away from where she lives is ‘quite far’ tells us something 

about the subjectivity of spatial distance and the varying importance of home to the 

individual. 
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4.3.3. Where ‘successful people’ live 

The orientations of the group as a whole towards particular places or institutions 

seemed to be shaped significantly by where they had grown up, whether they 

progressed to a farther away Russell Group university, like Nicky, or to their local post-

1992 institution, like Serena and Sophie. There was, I argue, something about where 

participants lived that shaped their habitus and the future mobilities they imagined. The 

need to stay relatively close to home (albeit to varying degrees), a feature of almost all 

the interviews, seemed to relate to what could be described as the ‘local habitus’ 

(Ingram, 2009) of Rotherham and its surrounding areas. This was particularly evident 

given this closeness was not just a desire for physical proximity, which was indeed 

what some participants were looking for, but a social and cultural proximity also.  

The habitus of place is not a concept used extensively in the literature; however, some 

researchers have employed it to great effect. Lee (1997) and Lindner (2003) have both 

used the concept of a ‘city habitus’ to suggest how cities embody social, cultural and 

demographic history in distinctive ways, and that, like individuals’ habitus, the habitus 

of place is seen to represent what is possible for that place in the future. Ingram (2009, 

p. 422) develops this idea further, contending that local habitus is the ‘interpenetration 

of locality and identity.’ It relates to the local conditions and history of place, as well as 

the mediating effects this has on the individual’s habitus, and on the collective habitus 

of the people who live there. It is a habitus that is sort of cast onto a place because of 

what is deemed to be the kind of habitus that its residents have; the local habitus and 

individuals’ habitus are, in this way, co-constitutive.  

We could think of the local habitus of Rotherham as having been shaped by 

deindustrialisation, long-term and ongoing social and economic decline, and its sense 

of helplessness. And this local habitus impacted on the participants’ expectations of 

themselves and other young people in the area, and what they thought was possible 

for ‘people from round here’ (Allen and Hollingworth, 2013). And although many were 

seeking to distance themselves from their place, from the attitudes of the older 

generation from whom they felt alienated, for example, this distancing was only partial. 

Many understandably wanted to retain a connection to their local area, through loyalty 

to place and to social and kinship networks. However, even those who were desperate 

to leave and saw a future elsewhere were in a way held back by their place. For some, 

this was because they felt they did not belong in certain spaces – i.e. Nicky’s aversion 
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to visiting London, or the social marker of spoken accent, which Megan felt could 

hinder her access to certain positions in the HE field.  

This was partly to do with social space and the ways that, for participants, social space 

seemed to map onto geographic space. That is to say that, in their perceptions of place 

and their wider geographic imaginaries, many participants had this idea about what sort 

of people live where. This was perhaps evident most explicitly in the examples 

provided by Imogen, Nicky, Serena and Kiri. For instance, Imogen’s notion that there 

were not ‘successful people’ in her neighbourhood, that they were ‘based elsewhere’, 

said something about people in her local area and people in other places – specifically, 

about where ‘successful’ people are located geographically (Sandercock, 2005; Allen 

and Hollingworth, 2013). We can see here how the participants imagine they ‘fit 

together with others’ (Rizvi, 2011, p. 228) within a social space that has physical 

geographic dimensions (Crossley, 2017). 

Both Nicky and Serena talked about ‘posh’ places. They did not argue that more posh 

people than non-posh people lived in those places, but that there was something 

inherently ‘posh’ about them that made them stand out from places that were not 

‘posh.’ And this was not just an aesthetic assessment of those places; rather, they 

were divulging imaginaries that position people from different geographic places into 

different class and cultural categories. Nicky’s ‘shandy-drinking southerner’ in ‘posh’ 

London and Serena’s friend from Harrogate, who was ‘not common’ in the way she 

spoke – that she and her friend were like ‘two completely different people’ – revealed 

the existence of their class ‘others’ and the local habitus of different places, and how 

these habitus shaped their decision-making. This resonates with Gidley and Rooke’s 

(2010) arguments about the interrelations between place and class. They go as far as 

to argue that place names ‘become metonyms for narratives of abjection, serving to fix 

classed subjects in place’ (p. 95). And, although they focus solely on the fixing of 

working-class subjects in place, their presumptions can be extended to people from 

other socioeconomic backgrounds and in other kinds of places, as Nicky and Serena 

demonstrate above.  

 

4.3.4. Not ‘fitting in’: Habitus misalignment in the HE field 

Participants’ spatial imaginaries were powerful and revealed a lot about participants’ 

own identities and where they felt they belonged. As Reay, Crozier and Clayton (2009,  
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Figure 3: Nicky’s map of the UK4.  

 

 
4 Annotations (clockwise from top-right): ‘Access’; ‘Far away’, ‘Good uni – Uni of Edinburgh in particular 
for Politics’; ‘Good night life’, ‘Family in area’, ‘For emergencies’; ‘Too close to home’; ‘Too expensive’, 
‘Sense of ‘stuck up ’ness’; ‘Seems a boring place to live’; ‘Didn’t even consider Ireland’; ‘Never came up 
when considering options’. Full page version of map available in Appendix G. 
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cited in Finn and Holton, 2019, p. 51) point out, the misalignment of the ‘working-class 

students’ habitus’ and the ‘field of prestigious HE’ can generate for individuals’ 

anxieties about not ‘fitting in.’ This sense of social and cultural proximity or distance 

between participants and particular environments was evident from our discussions. 

Nicky, for example, had in his mind a particular impression of what he thought people 

in the south, and in London particularly, were like. Figure 3 shows how Nicky divided 

his map into different regions, which we discussed in his interview. He explained that, 

although he and his friends had visited other northern cities on weekends, they would 

never have imagined visiting London because it was not ‘somewhere we’d ever think 

about going.’ He added: 

From where I’ve grown up, you more associate [the] south with, like, posh 

places where, like, everyone, like, the stereotypical southerner is, like, the 

shandy-drinking, like, southerner… it just didn’t really enter [my] mind about, 

like, going to [the] south cos it’s just something you just [don’t] do. 

Here, Nicky drew on taste as a marker of class difference, distancing himself culturally 

from ‘southerners’ and, indeed, excluding himself entirely from that type of space. By 

conflating ‘posh places’ with southerners, he also revealed a geographic framing of 

social space – these kinds of people live in these kinds of places. He alluded to a sort 

of unwritten rule about moving to the south. It did not enter his mind to do so because 

he does not embody the cultural behaviour that he imagined predominated in the 

south; again, there is a kind of ‘fixing’ in place occurring here (Gidley and Rooke, 

2010).  

Kiri (female, working-class) also drew on the similarities and differences between her 

local area and other places, dividing her map into spaces that represented a perceived 

social order and distribution of resources. She shaded in red on her map (Figure 4) the 

whole of southern England, and homed in on London during our discussion to illustrate 

how, in her mind, different kinds of people are drawn to different parts of the UK: 

B: [In] London, there’s a lot of like, there’s more people there, so that means 

more smart people for someone like me to compete with. I’m more an average 

student, so  

I just, there are a lot more people like me here than there would be in London, 

there are geniuses in London, and I don’t think I’m ready to compete with them 

basically. 
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Figure 4: Kiri’s map of the UK5.  

 

 
5 Annotations (clockwise from top-right): ‘Scotland’; ‘don’t know enough about Scotland’, ‘never been or 
had family live there’; ‘Live here now’, ‘decent unis’, ‘Like the environment’; ‘university of Birmingham’; 
‘West midlands & London’; ‘Lived there in the past and though it is too busy’, ‘high levels of crime’; 
‘(cousins, Long time family friends)’; ‘housing too expensive’, ‘family currently living here want to move 
away’; ‘Like the attractions and history of London’, ‘too much competition for schooling/employment’; 
‘Like the environment’, ‘like cold weather’, ‘good unis’, ‘family live here’, ‘(cousins)’, ‘Ireland’. Full page 
version of map in Appendix H.  
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INT: Do you mean that people who are geniuses move to London? Or do you 

think that people who live in London or grow up in London [are smart]? 

B: A bit of both. 

Kiri’s presumption that there are geniuses in London suggests that there were in her 

mind fewer geniuses in her local area. Within the spatial hierarchy she imagined, 

London and the south were afforded higher status than her local area in the north and, 

if she were to have moved to London for her studies, she would have lacked the tools 

necessary to stand out in particular social fields, such as HE. She also constructed a 

local habitus for London, contrasting it with that of her local area, and in doing so 

positioned herself within a broader social class order. London and its inhabitants 

occupied in her mind an inherently superior position within the educational field; the 

place identity of her local area and her own habitus, however, precluded her from 

feeling as though she belonged in those spaces. 

Serena, too, seemed to exclude herself from certain environments. On more than one 

occasion, she shared her anxieties about being accepted into a new place because of 

how she spoke. As a result of this anxiety, she was focused on ‘places that I know well, 

like, [that] aren’t out of my comfort zone.’ She explained her reason for including 

Newcastle in her university application was that, ‘I’ve been there quite a few times and, 

I know it sounds weird, but the accent, that’s somewhere I’d be happy.’ She added, ‘If 

I’ve got an idea of what a place is about, I find it much easier to be able to fit in.’ This is, 

for Serena, an example of a connection to a place that she has acquired through long-

term familiarity. Expressing her concerns about not ‘fitting in’ and the necessity to start 

‘afresh with everything’ in a new place, Serena perhaps anticipated that her identity 

could be seen as more legitimate in some places than in others. In one example, she 

singled out Harrogate as a place that was ‘very posh’, where they speak a certain way, 

and explained it was ‘the sort of area’ she could not imagine moving to: 

It just seems like that sort of area and the way they speak as well, it’s not 

common, it’s not common speak but it’s, and I’ve met someone from there 

before and she was very, she [was] well-off, [we are] like two completely 

different people. 

Here, Serena compared herself directly with a middle-class ‘other’, who, on account of 

the way she spoke and her apparently high economic capital, was located far away 

from Serena in social space (Bourdieu, 1985). When asked what makes a place ‘very 
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posh’, Serena responded: ‘old buildings that are nice to look at…the people in it as 

well, accent.’ Referring to these ‘posh’ spaces as something to ‘look at’ rather than 

occupy, Serena positioned herself on the outside and distant from these types of 

spaces and what they signify. They were not ‘common’ spaces but were in her mind 

imbued with exclusivity and difference – they represented sources of cultural capital 

which, from her perspective, she did not see in her local area, and a place-specific 

habitus with which she did not align.  

Alexa was also concerned about how she came across to others because of the kind of 

social and cultural identity her spoken accent signified. When asked to describe her 

local area and the people there, her fist response was, ‘erm, [they] talk common 

[laughs], cos they do.’ She did not want to elaborate on this, as she was worried about 

insulting the local population. However, she seemed to be referring to the ways spoken 

accent distinguishes one’s social class status or identity (Donnelly, Baratta and Gamsu, 

2019). There was something about the term ‘common’ in particular which positions the 

people who use that particular language in a certain region of social space as well as 

within a kind of sociolinguistic hierarchy (Finn and Holton, 2019). Alexa was potentially 

highlighting her perception that this ‘common’ talk is viewed in some social fields as a 

form of ‘cultural deficiency’ (Loveday, 2016), representing the user’s ‘potential… to 

depreciate value’ by speaking ‘out of place’ (Loveday, 2016, p. 1146). Furthermore, the 

concerns laid out above reveal the shame and struggle some of the students 

anticipated they would experience at university in certain places – the ‘hidden injuries’ 

of class to which Sennett and Cobb (1972) pointed, and that Lehmann (2014) argues is 

the cost of negotiating a sense of belonging in both one’s old and new social worlds.  

 

4.3.5. ‘Dimming down the Yorkshire-ness’ and trying to fit in 

Some saw this ‘cost’ or struggle as something that needed to be overcome, a barrier 

they needed to cross. While previously Serena excluded herself from spaces with 

which her cultural identity seemed to be misaligned, Megan was planning to moderate 

her accent or ‘[dim’ down the Yorkshire-ness’ when she got to university. She 

demonstrated her understanding that, in the HE field, middle-class tastes and 

behaviours are seen to be more legitimate than others. She explained that, if she were 

to apply to universities like St Andrew’s, Oxford or Cambridge, she would have to: 
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Be a certain prestige as well… I don’t come across as quite a posh person… 

but I feel like you need that, I feel like I’d try and change my accent, cos I’m 

quite Yorkshire… I’d try and dim down the Yorkshire-ness anywhere I go, cos 

it’s quite a broad accent… I think I’d have to definitely become posher.  

The ‘prestige’ Megan alluded to is a more tacit form of capital (Bourdieu, 1986), akin to 

‘respectability’, a marker of middle-classness Skeggs (1997) identified as being more 

valued and legitimised in some social fields. Megan’s intention to moderate her accent 

shows her understanding that her own spoken accent is at odds with the doxa of the 

field (Bourdieu, 1977a). It represents a particular social class or cultural identity – one 

that is valued less than other more ‘prestigious’ forms of behaviour that could enable 

easier access to certain positions in the field and command more respect from peers. 

She demonstrated the challenge of navigating misaligned social fields and the ways 

spoken accent, as a form of embodied cultural capital (Bourdieu, 2010), can inhibit 

social mobility. She sought to develop what Abrahams and Ingram (2013) have 

referred to as a ‘chameleon habitus’, a form of self-moderation that would enable her to 

‘seamlessly switch’ between the working-class environment of her familial home and 

the middle-class environment of the university campus. This modification of the self in 

Megan’s case represented an attempt to forge a kind of cultural similarity, a link 

between herself and what she considered to be a more ‘prestigious’ or ‘posh place.’ 

She was, essentially, seeking to narrow the gap between her identity and what she 

considered to be the desired or legitimate class identity in the HE field.  

The perception among participants that their spoken accent could represent a 

misrecognised form of embodied cultural capital in the HE field, as well as the 

necessity felt by Megan to modify her identity, positioned these participants in stark 

contrast to the participants at Apollo International School in Singapore. That group of 

participants, for instance, highlighted their cosmopolitanism, their capacity to move 

freely between places and adapt to new surroundings. I show in the next chapter that, 

through the temporary nature of their sense of home and belonging – and the frequent 

change in social, cultural and spatial surroundings – participants had developed 

habitus that were undergoing regular restructuring (Reay, 2004) through their 

‘encounters with the outside world’ (Di Maggio, 1979). This had all sorts of implications; 

their habitus acquired new ‘layers’ (Reay, 2004) in the form of bilingualism or simply in 

the form of their sense of understanding a wide variety of cultural practices and 

environments. However, for participants at Millthorpe Academy, their spatial 

parameters had stayed the same, relatively. They envisaged social and cultural 
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barriers between themselves and particular spaces, because of the identities they 

embodied. 

 

4.3.6. Aiming for the ‘university ofs’: Framing options in school and at 

home 

Teachers and parents were also important influencers over the decisions participants 

made about their futures. Several participants felt a certain expectation from their 

teachers about the kind of institution to which they ought to be applying. Megan, for 

instance, explained that, ‘school really want you to go to the Russell Group ones’, 

because universities ‘like Sheffield Hallam’ were not ‘looked at as highly.’ When asked 

about the institutions he was applying to, Nicky agreed, adding, ‘yeah, I think it [was] 

the Russell Group, you know… the “university ofs” … that’s what sixth form mainly 

focused on.’ Participants did not suggest teachers had been overly concerted in 

steering them towards this type of institution. However, this ‘hidden message’ 

(Donnelly, 2015) from teachers about different types of institutions pervaded students’ 

discussions about where they had applied to. And although it was not possible to be 

certain about the preciseness or effectiveness of these messages, perhaps tellingly, all 

ten of those who had applied to university had included at least one Russel Group 

institution on their UCAS applications.   

For most participants, school was where they received most of their information about 

HE and so this framing was potentially quite important. That newer institutions were 

seen as perhaps less prestigious in school shows how popular, powerful and influential 

narratives about old and new universities remain (Finn and Holton, 2019). These kinds 

of messages also suggested something about the institutional habitus that had 

developed in school. Through this habitus, students’ choices were being influenced by 

subtle ideas that were conveyed about what forms of HE were valued more highly than 

others (Smyth and Banks. 2012). Reaching for ‘prestigious’ institutions seemed to 

result from teachers’ and subsequently participants’ recognition of the doxa of the field 

(Bourdieu, 1977a) – in this case, the idea that Russell Group and research-intensive 

institutions were inherently superior to other universities had become undisputed 

knowledge or capital with which participants could decide between universities within 

the same city, for instance. 
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Something can also be said about the timeliness of guidance offered to the students in 

school. Compared with participants at Apollo International School, who received HE 

advice and guidance from the age of around 14, students at Millthorpe Academy 

seemed to be engaged in the HE decision-making process at a much later stage in 

their education. It was surprising, for instance, to hear Serena explain, ‘because I’m 

only in year 12 [aged 16-17], I haven’t really thought about [where to apply to 

university] much.’ Alexa also admitted that she had only recently decide on a course of 

study, adding, ‘I didn’t really know what I wanted to do, like, this time last year, I hadn’t 

a clue.’  

Further, there were significant differences within the sample from Millthorpe Academy 

in terms of the people they knew who had attended university previously. While both of 

Iris’s parents had university degrees, neither of Sophie’s parents had attended 

university. This was potentially quite significant, given Iris’s father had played an active 

role in suggesting a specific university to which she subsequently applied. Sophie, on 

the other hand, did not benefit from this kind of practical advice at home. She 

mentioned, in fact, that her dad was not particularly encouraging of her plans to pursue 

further study, adding: 

[My dad did not have] a good experience with school, so he thinks because his 

experience has been bad that nobody should ever go to school, cos anybody 

can get a job, no matter what they do. 

Sophie’s experience was illustrative of the kind of tensions that can arise within families 

when social mobility presents a kind of disruption to family habitus (Friedman, 2016b). 

Sophie’s mum was more supportive than her dad, however, she was not able to 

provide much in the way of practical advice or support to Sophie: 

Me mum’s really pushy on ‘go to university’…but then she’s also like ‘no just do 

what you thinks best, and just do what’s gonna benefit you most’…she’s like, 

‘it’s your life’, but then on other hand, she’s like ‘I think it would be best for you if 

you did go to university’…she’s, she’s not pushing me towards owt, but she’s 

just advising me. 

The differences between Iris and Sophie here were illustrative of the important role 

parents can play in this process (Brooks, 2003). The extent of this advice (or cultural 

capital) is, however, contingent on parents’ own experiences of and their knowledge 

about HE. Sophie’s mum tried her best to be supportive and Sophie herself saw going 
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to university as a way of achieving social mobility, of leading a life that was less 

financially precarious and disadvantaged than her mum’s. However, Sophie’s 

opportunity to do so, as well as the kinds of futures she was able to imagine, were 

potentially bounded by the ‘duty’ she felt to her family and the implications of disrupting 

the familial habitus (Friedman, 2016b). 

Furthermore, most students at Millthorpe Academy reported a lack of tailored 

information, advice and guidance available to them – particularly in comparison to the 

students at Apollo International School – at school and at home. Although most 

participants reported their parents were supportive of their desire to go to university, 

several pointed out that their parents were not able to provide particularly useful or 

specific advice pertaining to HE, or that they were keen for their children to stay local 

for university study. At school, the pervading advice to apply to high-ranking Russell 

Group institutions represented for some an identity struggle. All the participants had 

applied to at least one Russell Group university, which shows how potentially effective 

the school’s messaging was in framing this as a potentiality for students, regardless of 

their social class background. However, that only two went onto gain access to Russell 

Group universities suggests a number of possibilities. It could suggest that the pull to 

stay local was so powerful that it led to many choosing nearby options that were less 

prestigious. It could also be the case that the eight who did not progress to Russell 

Group universities fell short of the entry requirements. It might also be possible that 

including these options as part of their UCAS applications was simply to appease their 

teachers. Perhaps it also represented for some an aspiration for social mobility, rather 

than a realistic expectation of attaining a place. 

Further, based on participants’ narratives, I argue that the social mobility represented 

by attaining a place at this kind of institution presented to some a challenge to their 

habitus and identities. There was a concern among some about the social and cultural 

detachment from home they might experience and clearly anxieties about the prospect 

of fitting in, in the social and cultural environments they expected to encounter at 

particular institutions, as well as the potential for disrupting familial habitus (Friedman, 

2016b) and abandoning their roots (Friedman, 2016a). These anxieties have been 

explored in the literature on elite university access, (e.g. Reay, 2005; Archer, 

Hollingworth and Halsall, 2007; Reay, Crozier and Clayton, 2009), however, anxieties 

sparked by the misalignment between field and habitus have in such studies been 

associated with working-class students. Yet, in the current study, it was not just the 

working-class respondents who feared they would not fit in at certain universities and in 
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certain geographic locations. Middle-class respondents too, like Serena, Nicky and Kiri, 

expressed these kinds of concerns about where they felt they did not belong. 

 

4.3.7. ‘You go to uni to move away and move out!’ 

Participants also seemed to be under the impression that being geographically mobile 

in their HE choices was a more legitimate trajectory than staying local. This idea too 

seemed to be part of the doxa subscribed to by students and their teachers about HE 

field. For example, several participants perceived that moving away from the local area 

was a more acceptable trajectory to pursue and that this was an accepted truth among 

their peers. Alexa, for example, seemed somewhat embarrassed towards the end of 

her interview because it appeared from her map and our discussion that she wanted to 

stay close to home for university. When asked what was wrong with staying close to 

home, she added, ‘some people have said, ”oh, like, you go to uni to move away and 

move out” and stuff like that.’ Imogen expressed a similar sentiment, arguing that going 

to university ‘is a really big step rather than just a little step, and I think if I went to 

Sheffield university, it would just be a little step, cos I’m not really going far at all.’ 

These opinions about the legitimacy of different forms of mobility exemplified Finn and 

Holton’s (2019) argument about the stigmatisation experienced by ‘non-movers’ – 

those who do not move far away for university. 

However, despite the apparent value placed on more mobile trajectories in school, 

participants at Millthorpe Academy did not have the kinds of well-placed connections in 

other places that the students at Apollo International School had. I asked quite broadly 

about participants’ connections to people outside of their local area. Iris pointed on her 

map to where some of her relatives lived: 

[They are] scattered all over… a lot of my family are very smart; they work for 

like Oxford and Cambridge… [My immediate] family’s just a bit off, still, stay in 

the north and everyone else moved down south… we don’t see [them] that 

often. 

She also shared that her uncle was either a Nobel Prize winner or that her worked 

alongside a Nobel Prize winner – it was not entirely clear from her transcript. 

Nevertheless, it could be said that she had connections who occupied dominant 

positions in the HE field and who could be seen to represent potentially important 
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sources of social and cultural capital. Kiri too had connections elsewhere and provided 

an example of a family member who had moved far away for university. She had a 

cousin who had grown up in Ireland now studying at a university in Texas. However, 

both Iris and Kiri did not recognise anything particularly beneficial about these 

connections. They did not play a role in shaping their trajectories, in terms of the 

institutions to which they applied or their geographic mobilities. This is interesting given 

what Granovetter (1973) and Putnam (2002) suggest are the potential benefits of ‘weak 

ties’ and that Iris’s family member seems well-placed in the HE field as a potential 

source of social and cultural capital. However, Bathmaker, Ingram and Waller (2013) 

show how the individual must also understand the ‘rules of the game’ and how to 

mobilise their contacts in order to gain advantage in the field. Perhaps Iris was 

unaware of the potential benefits of having access to such a resource or did not 

understand how to utilise such a contact. 

There were a couple of examples of participants who did seem to have been influenced 

by their connections to others outside of their locality, although this was often revealed 

implicitly. Nicky’s brother, for example, attended Newcastle University, which was 

where Nicky ultimately ended up studying. Although Nicky was keen to explain that his 

brother’s attendance there had not had an influence on his own decision, it is possible 

that his brother’s earlier departure set a precedent for moving away from home and 

made more likely the prospect of Nicky attaining a place at a Russell Group university. 

In another example, Lucy had coloured areas in southern England in green. She 

explained: 

Living near the coast sounds quite nice as well…erm, but like I’ve written on 

here, my cousin goes to university in Falmouth, so like if I went there, I’d be 

quite close to her, and then my aunty and uncle live in London, so if I went 

down south I’d be close to them anyway. 

These connections at least made Lucy consider applying to universities in particular 

regions of the UK, however, ultimately, she went to the University of Hull, arguably a 

choice that was relatively close to home. This was despite Lucy in particular being very 

keen to move far away.  

There were several students like Lucy who discussed in their interviews their desire to 

move far away but ended up staying quite local. It could be argued again that this was 

partly a result of a lack of confidence and knowledge of how to play ‘the game’ 

(Bathmaker, Ingram and Waller, 2013). For example, although Megan was seeking to 
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perform a different identity that was more suited to the environment she expected to 

find in certain places, she perhaps ultimately felt unable to do so. Further, although a 

few had well-place social connections elsewhere, they did not mean that much to them. 

They did not have the confidence or know-how to utilise or instrumentalise those 

connections, where they existed, unlike the students at Apollo International School. 

Generally, participants at Millthorpe Academy did not have access to the kinds of well-

placed connections in other places that students from Apollo International School had. 

The students from Apollo International School were perhaps better equipped to realise 

geographically mobile futures on account of the social connections they had which 

represented sources of social and cultural capital, and which could function to connect 

them to elite institutions in other countries. As evidenced in the next chapter, many 

participants from Apollo International School had utilise their connections in various 

ways to better position themselves in relation to privileged positions in the global HE 

field. At Millthorpe Academy, however, participants recalled fewer social connections 

who could help in this regard and, where they did have connections, they did not seem 

to shape the trajectories that participants ultimately followed, and students lacked 

knowledge about how to mobilise such contacts to ‘play the game’ (Bathmaker, Ingram 

and Waller, 2013). 

 

4.3.8. Missing routes to mobile choices 

I argue, then, that although there was a palpable desire among many participants at 

Millthorpe Academy to leave their local area in search of new opportunities and 

experiences, their imagined future mobilities beyond their local area were mediated by 

numerous factors, including what and who they knew. Even where relevant social 

capital outside of their place existed, as was the case with Iris and Kiri, they did not 

recognise anything especially useful in having these connections. Generally, many of 

the participants seemed to be without the necessary capital that could link them to 

particular places and institutions that were farther afield or to places that were culturally 

and socially different to the place where they had always lived. In part, this was 

perhaps to do with the students’ often limited mobility beyond their locality, which might 

act as a familiarising link to other places and to developing a self that feels more 

comfortable elsewhere (Jensen, 2009). It is this everyday ‘micro’ mobility (Holton and 

Finn, 2018) that can introduce the individual to new experiences and to social and 

cultural diversity, which the participants argued was lacking in their locality, and 
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through which the habitus acquires new ‘layers’ through experience (Reay, 2004). 

However, the students at Millthorpe Academy were relatively immobile beyond their 

locality and some lacked knowledge of a wider UK geography; this was especially 

pronounced in Sophie’s narrative, where she conflated vast regions in the south of the 

UK – namely, London and Wales. Sophie represented one of those ‘extreme’ cases 

(Guest, Namey and Mitchell, 2013) mentioned in Chapter Three and her experiences in 

particular, as someone who was from a particularly socioeconomically poorer family, 

will be drawn on later on in the discussion in Chapter Six. 

The school itself and families of participants could also act to potentially connect the 

students to outside opportunities. However, the information, advice and guidance 

provided in school reflected more so to the doxa of the HE field, whereby elite 

institutions are favoured, and less so the individual needs of each student. We saw 

some attempts to shorten this perceived distance to other places with which individuals 

felt their habitus would not align. We saw a couple of examples of potentially useful 

social capital for Kiri and particularly for Iris, whose uncle occupied a particularly high 

position in the HE field. Others, like Lucy, had family in London which could have acted 

as bonding social capital (Putnam, 2002) for her should she have chosen to make the 

move farther afield from home. However, where this social capital was evident, 

students did not discuss it as a resource that would be useful for achieving positions in 

the HE field. They potentially lacked understanding about how to mobilise this form of 

capital or how this capital could function beneficially for them.  

 

4.4. Summary 

The first section of this chapter outlined how participants conceived of their place as a 

socially and economically deprived locality, inferior in relation to other places and 

regions of the UK, and from where participants wanted to escape. The deprivation the 

students encountered went far beyond a material dispossession. Rather, there was 

also a more tacit deprivation: of a good reputation for their place (as Harry explained in 

the introduction to the chapter); of hope and expectation that things would improve, 

exemplified through Iris’s scepticism that ‘it’s never gonna be amazing’; and of the 

kinds of social and cultural capital that some felt were necessary for being ‘successful’ 

in the future. And this deprivation was exacerbated by the common perception that 

things were inherently better ‘elsewhere.’ It was perhaps understandable and expected 
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that most wanted to move to an ‘away’ that seemed as though it would be inherently 

‘better’ than where they were currently living.  

The second section, however, exemplified how the act of moving away to somewhere 

new was, for many participants, unstraightforward. Even Lucy, who did not ‘wanna go 

anywhere near here for university’ and declared, ‘there’s nowhere that I wouldn’t really 

wanna go’ chose ultimately to stay, as she put it, ‘close enough’ to home. It was in 

discussions about participants’ wider, relational geographies, and through a close 

narrative analysis of individual transcripts, that these kinds of predispositions and 

orientations towards staying ‘just close enough’ became apparent and qualified, often 

contradicting what they had said earlier on in their interviews. As it transpired, few 

participants at Millthorpe Academy felt able to choose an institution based solely on, for 

instance, the quality of particular degree programmes. Of course, the specificities of 

individual courses factored into their decision-making. However, the perceived 

institutional habitus, and the specific places where institutions were located seemed to 

be overriding factors shaping where participants would eventually go onto study. 

Moreover, the destinations most respondents had considered were circumscribed by 

where felt they belonged, where they would enter an environment that was socially and 

culturally familiar, and where their habitus would encounter relatively less friction with 

an unfamiliar field. 

Of course, there were differences between individual participants in terms of how far 

from home they were willing to move. Nicky and Harry, who were from more affluent 

backgrounds socioeconomically, felt able to move farthest away from home. Although 

Nicky described the need he felt to stay close to his family and his roots, he was able 

ultimately to make the move to Newcastle. Harry, whose father was a ‘business 

director’, was seriously considering universities on the south-east coast of England and 

in Scotland. He took an arguably more pragmatic approach, recognising that he had to 

apply to particular institutions that were available to him, as part of the Royal Navy 

degree apprenticeship programme for which he was applying. Sophie, on the other 

hand, who arguably came from the most socioeconomically disadvantage background, 

was the least mobile in her decision-making and was keener than any other participant 

to stay close to home. 

However, the important point to make here is that being geographically mobile for 

university study was not contingent on socioeconomic background; there were also 

examples within the sample of respondents from more affluent backgrounds who were 
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keen to stay close to home and who also perceived social and cultural barriers to 

studying in some places. Serena, for instance, who eventually chose to study at a 

university in Sheffield, worried she might struggle to ‘fit in’ in certain places, and Iris, 

who was planning on going to university in Leeds, was also keen to stay close to her 

family and local area. And although Nicky was an example of a student who ultimately 

moved farther away from home than most other participants, he was still very much 

focused on places that were similar and proximal – socially and culturally – to where he 

had grown up. These findings were somewhat surprising, contradicting dominant views 

in the literature about the classed nature of student mobilities, whereby immobile 

working-class and global middle-class students are often presented in binary 

opposition to each other (Finn, 2017). For example, at Millthorpe Academy, 

participants’ identities and habitus were shaped markedly by where they lived, 

suggesting that place played a significant role in the kinds of futures they imagined, 

regardless of socioeconomic background.  

In terms of their everyday spatial mobilities, their sense of home and where they 

belonged, and their attachments to place, the participants at Millthorpe Academy 

differed from those at Apollo International School. They had stayed in one place and 

had a singular sense of home. As I have shown, their local area represented a sort of 

reference frame through which they positioned themselves in social space; it gave 

them a sense of where they belonged, socially and spatially. They saw themselves as 

anchored (Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005) to their locality and were limited in 

terms of the resources and capital that are perhaps needed to move simply ‘anywhere’. 

In the following chapter, the analysis moves onto the participants from Apollo 

International School and the narratives they constructed about place, space, class and 

mobility, and I begin to weave through the discussion some of the key differences that 

arose between the two sample groups. 
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5. ‘You can go wherever you want… The US… England… 

Europe’ 

 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter forms the analysis of the second phase of fieldwork. For context, this 

phase of data collection took place a year or so after the first phase of fieldwork. There 

are perhaps obvious potential disadvantages to re-entering the field with a slightly 

changed perspective; there was arguably a chance that the students in Singapore 

would be asked different questions than those in Rotherham. However, this was always 

going to be the case. The two groups are different in many respects as will be explored 

in this chapter. Furthermore, the time that elapsed between the two phases of fieldwork 

was in many ways highly beneficial. It allowed for some analysis to be undertaken on 

the first dataset and for a period of reflection on the project. It was during this time that I 

began to analyse the first dataset and tease out of the data some of the themes, ideas 

and arguments that formed the basis of the last chapter; in turn, this informed how I 

approached data collection the second time around. One of the significant ideas that 

developed during that period was the importance of scale. I discussed this in Chapter 

Three and explained that the different groups were ultimately given different maps with 

which to work as part of the cognitive mapping exercise. The ‘scale’ at which 

individuals from the two schools imagined and thought about geography was strikingly 

different at times and led to the exploration, as we shall see, of different avenues of 

study. This was demonstrated, for instance, in the kinds of ‘anchorings’ to place the two 

groups described in their interviews (Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005); again, this 

is something I explore in greater depth in this and the following chapter. 

In this chapter, then, I explore the imagined geographies and futures of eleven British 

young people from Apollo International School, an independent international school in 

Singapore, South East Asia. There were significant differences between these students 

and those interviewed at Millthorpe Academy in Chapter Four. These differences were 

most pronounced when considering participants’ geographic mobilities, their relative 

social class positions, and the kinds of future trajectories they imagined were possible. 

The most striking difference was perhaps the spatial mobility that these two groups 

were used to and the attachments to place and sense of belonging this gave rise to. As 
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I argued at the beginning of Chapter Four, we can think of these two groups as 

imagining uneven trajectories. 

Unlike at Millthorpe Academy, many participants at Apollo International School had 

moved around the world, living in different countries, and subsequently had a more 

pluralistic sense of home. By pluralistic, I mean that many considered several places 

scattered across the world to be their ‘homes’. They provide us with examples of the 

striking differences between British young people who grow up in very different social, 

cultural and economic circumstances and environments. Few students from Apollo 

International had the kind of strong attachments to place that the participants from 

Millthorpe Academy spoke of. Rather, they had a greater number of weaker 

attachments to geographically distant places. Some spoke of having multiple ‘homes’ 

and made routine trips to other countries where family or other social connections were 

located. They were more independently mobile too, travelling to other countries often 

by themselves or with friends. And many talked of their ability to feel ‘at home 

anywhere’ or to ‘fit in’ in a diversity of cultural settings. On the face of it, then, the two 

seemed diametrically opposed in terms of their mobilities, their attachments to places, 

and their positioning in social space. Place seemed to perhaps matter less to these 

students than it did for participants at Millthorpe Academy. They did not voice the kinds 

of concerns the students from Millthorpe did about the challenges of ‘fitting in’ in new 

places, nor did they anticipate ‘friction’ between their habitus and the HE field.  

However, it was striking that although this group of students seemed to point to the 

limitlessness of their trajectories, it transpired that place did matter for most of the 

students at Apollo International School, albeit in very different ways than for students at 

Millthorpe Academy. Although many claimed they could fit in ‘anywhere’ and did not 

focus on the specificities of places, their imagined futures were still mediated by 

geography – by what different places represented. Whereas for students at Millthorpe 

Academy, this mediating seemed to root them to a place that was ‘lacking’ and 

deprived, for the students at Apollo International, the ways they imagined geography – 

the hidden social and geographic structures and boundaries they perceived – and the 

fact they were members of a globally mobile elite meant they positioned themselves in 

proximity to regions and places where HE positions were most dominant; they were 

gravitating, in ways, towards centres of power. For example, Felix was particular about 

his aversion to countries in the global south and especially what he called ‘the stan 

countries’, countries that, in his view were ‘not really doing very well.’ And Emelia saw 

herself as a ‘city girl’, someone who belonged in a place like London or Vancouver. The 
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distinctions they drew about place – their conceptualisation of it – was a much grander 

level, the global level, and unconcerned with the more local level that the students at 

Millthorpe evoked. 

This chapter, then, focuses on the differences in these spatial imaginaries. I argue that, 

although the students at Apollo International School were indeed more geographically 

mobile, more socioeconomically privileged, with much higher social and cultural capital 

that they could use as currency (Burke, 2016) in the global HE field, their imagined 

futures were still mediated by place – but in starkly different ways than for participants 

at Millthorpe Academy. I argue that, rather than thinking about these students as 

detached from place, as members of the GMC, free to move ‘anywhere’, they too were 

engaged in a form of place-making and spatial orientation, albeit with the freedom to 

‘elect’ where they belonged (Savage, 2008) and pursue more easily the most dominant 

positions in the HE field.  

Further, and in direct comparison with the students at Millthorpe Academy, the students 

at Apollo International School did have access to the kinds of capital that connected 

them to elite institutions around the world and that facilitated mobile futures. In one 

sense, this was due to the global ‘competition fetish’ Naidoo (2018) claims universities 

are engaged in, that they deliberately connect and shorten the time-space between 

themselves and institutions like Apollo International School, in order to attract and 

recruit more easily a particular kind of student. This was also due to the ‘right’ kinds of 

social capital the students had access to. Many had contacts – bridging capital 

(Putnam, 2002) – who occupied high positions in elite universities or who were located 

in the kinds of places where HE is most valued. Participants’ also had knowledge of 

how they could mobilise these contacts in order to ‘get ahead’ in the game of HE 

distanced them from students like Kiri and Iris at Millthorpe Academy. The students 

from Apollo International School had other connections to places in the form of 

familiarity and the experience of visiting, often, many countries, both for recreational 

purposes, as well as for educational and charitable purposes, or because they had 

additional homes or family members in other countries.  

 

5.1.1. Chapter outline 

Unlike the students at Millthorpe Academy, many students at Apollo International 

School did not express a strong sense that they belonged in anyone place more so 
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than any other; they did not have that single, centring geographic reference point – or 

‘pivot of… daily routines’ (Tuan, 1975) – that framed their mobilities. They did not 

express a strong or singular sense of home, and so going ‘away’ to study at university 

was not like ‘leaving home’ in the way it was for those at Millthorpe Academy; they 

were potentially already ‘away’ from whatever represented home and occupied a sort 

of liminal space that was neither ‘home’ or ‘away.’ As in the last chapter, the first 

section of this chapter deals with participants’ ideas about home and place. It explores 

how the students conceived of place, where they found home or ‘homes’, their 

attachments to place and the form or purpose of these attachments. It questions 

whether, for example, the students had ‘emotional’ ties to place, or whether they 

discussed their attachment to place in more ‘functional’ ways, as an embodied form of 

cultural capital (Savage et al, 2013) or as a ‘discursive resource’ (Antonsich, 2009) in a 

globalising HE marketplace. 

It makes sense perhaps that this chapter is structured differently to the last chapter, as 

we can not necessarily consider the students at Apollo International to have been 

‘moving away’ for university in the more traditional sense (Finn, 2017); they were 

already ‘movers’ and lacked a single ‘centre’ or ‘home’ from which to move away 

(Tuan, 1975; 1977). And so, the first section progresses from a discussion around 

‘home’ and place to what these attachments or ‘anchorings’ (Savage, Bagnall and 

Longhurst, 2005) meant in the context of participants’ imagined futures and anticipated 

future mobilities. I argue that ‘home’ and place for these participants was not a way of 

indicating some kind of place-based or social and cultural identity in the way that it 

perhaps was for the students at Millthorpe Academy. Rather, the students at Apollo 

International talked about their ‘homes’ and attachments to places in ways that 

indicated their cosmopolitan identities, that they could feel at home in lots of different 

environments. Further, they were engaged in ‘mobile forms of belonging’ (Fallov, 

Jørgensen and Knudsen, 2013). That is to say, their attachments to place were 

mediated by their mobility and represented a form of elective belonging (Savage, 2008) 

and orientation towards more elite spaces of the HE field. 

Section two moves on from this discussion about place and home to further discussion 

about movement and mobility. I discuss how the students’ movements throughout 

childhood had imbued them with a so-called ‘mobile habitus’ (Carlson, 2012) and a 

socially and spatially broadened ‘space of possibles’ (Bourdieu, 1993). For example, 

many of the participants had accumulated high social capital in the form of far-reaching 

and well-placed social networks, which, for some, functioned to propel their ongoing 
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future spatial mobility and sustain their positions in social space. Following this, 

participants’ relational geographic perspectives are discussed further, particularly the 

kind of boundary-making they undertook and the ways they positioned themselves in 

relation to places and people. I explore how this boundary-making and self-positioning 

in social and geographic space was shaped in numerous ways by attending the 

independent international school: partly through the spatial arrangement of the school 

campus; and through the nurturing of mobile sensitivities and global reflexivity.  

The main argument woven through the two sections in this chapter is that the 

participants at Apollo International School were not uninhibited by geography and 

place. Rather, the geography of their choices was shaped by the spatial structures of 

the social field (global HE) in which they were operating. For example, they were 

entering a highly spatially uneven social field and bringing with them a great deal of 

relevant social, cultural and economic capital and, arguably, advantage. They were 

also advantaged by ‘lines’ of power (Massey, 2007) – in the form of the well-trodden 

paths alumni from their school had taken, by the ‘help’ they expected to receive from 

well-placed social connections, by the advice and opportunities offered by their school 

– which ‘stretched out’ from schools and families towards exclusive spaces within the 

global HE field where the highest achievable positions were located. There were of 

course vast differences between these students and those at Millthorpe Academy. 

However, by analysing their imagined futures through a relational spatial approach, we 

can see how, contrary to some literature on student mobilities, the trajectories of all of 

the students in the study were, albeit in very different ways, shaped by geography; it 

was just that the places they were orienting to were different in scale and status, and 

they had wildly different levels of resources through which to imagine different kinds of 

trajectories.  

The rest of this introductory section reiterates some of the context provided in Chapter 

Three about participants’ locality, the school they attended and some demographic 

information about the students themselves. I begin with the school and locality as a 

kind of socio-spatial vantage point from which students narrated their imagined futures. 

I then introduce the sample themselves, drawing some comparisons with the 

participants from Millthorpe Academy. 
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5.1.2. Setting the scene: Apollo International School and Singapore 

The students at Apollo International School lived in the culturally and ethnically diverse 

world city of Singapore, one of the most expensive cities in the world in which to live. 

This information is important for understanding the vantage point from which the 

students at Apollo International School were considering their futures, particularly when 

we compare this with students’ locality in Chapter Four. Whereas the students at 

Millthorpe Academy perceived their place to be peripheral, deprived, out of touch, 

temporally, culturally, socially behind and ‘stuck’, the same could not be said of how the 

students at Apollo International School thought about Singapore. On the contrary, 

Singapore was seen by the participants as central and relatively superior, in a number 

of ways. According to the collective views of participants, Singapore has a high 

standard of living; it is a place that attracts the brightest and the best; a city of CEOs 

and bankers; and, as Emelia described it, ‘like living in Disneyland’, owing to the ‘buzz’, 

busyness and tourism that characterise it.  

The school itself, Apollo International, belongs to a worldwide network of international 

schools who share a philosophy that prioritises international collaboration, learning and 

understanding. It celebrates in its promotional literature its reputation as a leader of 

‘development and achievement in global education.’ Approximately 75 nationalities and 

over 60 languages are represented among its student population and this was reflected 

in what some participants said about the school; that it nurtured a multicultural 

environment, an awareness of global concerns, and, as a member of staff explained, 

an ‘outward facing’ attitude. Based on what students and the teacher interviewed told 

me, the school felt disconnected from Singapore in some ways. It was a place where 

few local children attended and was located on a private campus with security gates, 

behind high walls and shrubbery. Indeed, on encountering the school for the first time, 

it was unclear to me as the visiting researcher how to enter the campus. This all 

seemed part of the sense of placelessness of the school – that it was a global-facing, 

privatised space for transnational families to educate their children and prepare them 

for futures that were mobile, extending outward from Singapore.  

In this sense, the school campus resonates with the discussion in Chapter Two around 

‘imaginaries’, in particular, Angod and Gaztambide-Fernández’s (2019) ideas about the 

feeling of boundlessness communicated by young people, emanating from an arguably 

colonial ethos propagated in elite schools. They argue that young people in elite 

schools ‘internalise the sense that they are entitled to unlimited resources and to the 



130 
 

cosmopolitan ethos of a global citizenship unencumbered by borders’, and that these 

schools foster within their pupils a colonising attitude towards the world out there. 

 

5.1.3. The students from Apollo International School 

Eleven sixth form students from Apollo International School took part in the study. 

Although two of the students had spent their whole lives in Singapore, the other nine 

students had experienced a great deal of migration throughout their childhoods. Noah 

and his family had moved back and forth between Asia and Europe five times in 17 

years due to his father’s professional role working for a global logistics company; his 

family’s latest move – to Singapore – resulted from his father’s promotion to the role of 

CEO within the company. This high degree of migration and transnationalism within 

families was common among the sample. Jess’s mum, for instance, was recently 

promoted from a ‘really important person in Asia’ to ‘global media manager’, which 

involved lots of travelling between Singapore, London and the USA. Ella’s parents were 

international schoolteachers and she had lived in five countries to date. All had unique 

stories to tell about their migration between countries and often continents, but 

Singapore never seemed arbitrary in its location – it had important implications for how 

participants thought about their place in the world (geographically and socially). And 

despite the globally reflexive (Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005) outlook 

encouraged at this school, it is also important to acknowledge and bear in mind 

throughout this chapter the geographic context of Singapore as a locale, and its 

potential bearing on participants’ sense of positionality in geographic and social space 

(and ‘transnational social space’) (Pries, 2001). 

As in the previous chapter, the occupations of participants’ parents were recorded. 

Again, this was not necessarily an indication of participants’ social class positions but 

illustrated clear socioeconomic differences between the two samples. The positions of 

the parents of participants from Apollo International School tended to be more 

managerial and highly skilled (Savage et al, 2013) compared with those of parents at 

Millthorpe Academy. In addition to the occupations already mentioned above, other 

examples included: Jude’s mum who was the director of a group of health and fitness 

centres in Singapore; Noah’s mum who he described as an ‘entrepreneur’; Felix’s mum 

who, as he described, ‘was the manager of a bank’ but was now working ‘with, like, the 

government right now’; and Sashi, whose parents both worked in marketing. 
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Further, many of the students at Apollo International were keen to discuss what their 

parents did for a living in highly positive and sometimes boastful terms. This was 

another element of the interviews undertaken with students at Apollo International 

School that set them apart from those at Millthorpe Academy, and one that was borne 

out in thematic and narrative analyses. Jess mentioned that her mum had been invited 

on a business trip to North Korea because ‘she’s a really important person in Asia.’ 

Emelia had secured an internship in Hong Kong through contacts of her dad and 

explained, ‘if you know everybody in Hong Kong, then you’re doing really well’, 

indicating her dad’s high social capital and professional success. She later described 

herself as ‘privileged’ and as someone who lived a ‘very comfortable life’ because of 

her family’s economic capital. There were several instances like this, where 

participants pointed to their parents’ occupations as an indication of their family’s social 

standing and relative positioning in social space. The students also spoke about their 

parents’ experiences with HE which differentiated them further from the students at 

Millthorpe Academy. At Apollo International, everyone’s parents were university 

educated and some had attended elite institutions, such as the father of Ella, who had 

studied at Oxford University, and Noah’s father, who had studied at both LSE and 

Stanford. This also shaped what participants thought was expected of them. Felix, for 

example, explained that there was a history in his father’s family of studying at ‘really 

good’ universities, and that he felt this was something that he should aspire to himself. 

In terms of where participants were thinking of going to university, it seemed as though 

there were few limits for many of the participants. Jude, for example, explained, ‘after I 

talked to [my parents] about possibly wanting to go to the US, they said, “you can do 

whatever you want, we’ll pay for it”, and then I guess that opened up a lot more 

options… that’s what really got me looking into the higher-end universities.’ Sashi also 

seemed unhindered by financial cost. She commented, ‘in terms of [financial cost], my 

parents haven’t really said anything, it was more like, “go and then we’ll figure that 

out.”’ And when asked whether she perceived any barriers preventing her from 

following particular HE trajectories, Emily answered: 

I think I’m pretty privileged, like, my parents would have said, “you can go 

wherever you want to, you literally can, you can stay in Singapore if you want 

to, you can go to the US, you can go to England or Europe.” 

The impression from many was that they did not really perceive anywhere as off limits.  
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However, it transpired that participants were not willing to go just anywhere. Despite 

Sashi’s claim above, she later stated that, ‘the US was ruled out because it’s very 

expensive and far.’ Ella also ruled out the US because of the financial cost associated 

with studying there. Phoebe stood out from all other participants as someone who did 

appear to be restricted geographically. All of her choices were in the UK and within 

certain proximity to where her family were planning on moving back to, Liverpool. She 

explained: 

Loughborough, that was based on reputation and, you know, ranking [for her 

chosen subject, sport] … Edge Hill, that’s my local university. Newcastle, as 

well, the reputation thing… Bath, as well, that was sort of reputation… 

Durham’s the favourite because of its reputation… I had Exeter on there and 

[my parents] said, “don’t apply anywhere more south than Birmingham” cos of 

the living expenses. I think my parents are very money practical… they’re not 

international parents if that makes sense.  

Phoebe’s was an interesting case as she was the only participant whose choices fell 

within such a narrow geographic area. This seemed to be because her parents were 

not ‘international.’ Singapore was the first place they had lived outside of the UK; they 

had lived there for around seven years and were planning on moving back soon. 

Phoebe was still however attracted to universities with better ‘reputations’ which ‘gets 

you a better job and a better life.’ She was also keen to live abroad following her 

university studies, suggesting her time at the international school, living away from the 

UK and living as a boarder for a period of time while her parents taught in another 

south-east Asian country had given her confidence to be independently mobility in the 

future.  

So, there appeared to be significant differences in terms of where participants 

perceived they could afford to go and their geographic restrictions. While Jude really 

did seem to be able to go anywhere, others were not quite so free to choose. That said, 

most were relatively unrestricted compared with participants from Millthorpe Academy 

and were confident applying for the highest ranked institutions in the world. However, 

rather than this relative freedom to choose leading to a diverse range of choices, 

analysis of questionnaire data and interviews revealed the orientation of all participants 

towards institutions in major cities in the UK, Australia, Canada, the USA and, in some 

cases, more broadly, Europe. They also choose institutions that occupy elite positions 

within the global HE field. Of the 11 participants, six had chosen at least one university 



133 
 

ranked in the global top 100 universities (QS World University Rankings 2018), 

including Stanford. Eight participants were considering UK Russell Group universities – 

for three participants, Russell Group universities made up four of their five university 

options (the number of institutions that they had been asked to narrow their choices to 

by their school). Although several argued that the status of an institution was not a 

primary concern, the choices of the group collectively revealed their orientation towards 

dominant positions in the global HE field. 

 

5.2. Imaginaries of ‘home’ and perceptions of place 

This first section explores how participants from Apollo International School conceived 

of home. Indeed, home emerged as a common theme in discussions with participants 

at Apollo International School in ways that it did not for students at Millthorpe Academy; 

there is a key point of comparison in this section between the two samples. On the one 

hand, the imagined futures of students at Millthorpe Academy were mediated by their 

strong attachments to where they had always lived. Growing up in Rotherham had 

shaped their social and cultural identities. They described what it meant to be ‘from 

Rotherham’, - a place they saw as ‘lacking’ and ‘on its last legs’ – and demonstrated 

how their long-term residence there had structured their habitus. It gave them a clear 

sense of what was expected of and possible for ‘people from round here’ and about 

where they were situated in social space. Perhaps, for the students at Millthorpe 

Academy, there was less potential for ambiguity around where ‘home’ was and little 

opportunity to ‘elect’ a home (Savage, 2008) other than the one they had grown up in. 

Further, even where some students felt negatively about the place that was their home, 

most, as we have seen, felt a kind of nostalgic (Savage, 2008) loyalty towards and pull 

to stay there, illustrating the intertwining of their sense of self with the identity of their 

local place (Rönnlund, 2019). Serena captured the paradox that characterised many of 

the students’ perspectives – their distaste for the place, yet desire to stay ‘close’ 

enough to it – when she explained, ‘even though I’m fed up of living around here, it’ll 

always be, like, home.’ 

For participants at Apollo International School, however, having this long-term 

connection to place was not something they had experienced growing up. They had not 

been embedded in any one place, in one particular social and cultural environment. 

Rather, they had moved around, finding ‘home’ in new places, and stretching out 

(Massey, 1994) their connections to place. What constituted home related often to 
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individuals’ sense of self on a larger scale, such as ‘feeling British’, as many said they 

did. They also referred to home when discussing the complexities of moving between 

cultural milieus, and when they mentioned their multiple citizenships or growing up in 

multi-national households. For some, this resulted in a confused sense of self and 

home, a feeling of belonging neither here nor there; as Noah admitted, ‘I wouldn’t 

consider myself like a full British person.’ It also led some to identify more with the 

kinds of people they knew through the transnational communities they were part of, 

rather than with specific places.  

Further, a common response to questions about belonging and home was that the 

students did not have just one home – a single reference point in geographic space or 

a ‘centre’ that grounded their identities (Tuan, 1975; 1977) – because of their 

experiences of migration and connections to places and people that were 

geographically distant. As Sophie explained, ‘I wouldn’t be able to choose one [home] 

cos they’re all so different and I have so many different experiences and stuff, it’d feel 

weird.’ All participants had parents who had migrated internationally in the past and 

most had social connections scattered across the world. It is also worth noting that 

most participants at Apollo International School were in Singapore on a student visa 

which would certainly have enhanced their sense of Singapore being only a temporary 

base; this also meant that they had to be mobile in their choices of HE institutions. 

I explore in this section, then, whether and how the students at Apollo International 

School grounded themselves in an identified with places, the scales at which they did 

this, and what these connections to places meant for them in the context of their 

imagined futures. I show that, initially, it appeared that participants were sort of 

‘hovering above’ the surface of space, that some seemed to be detached from place. 

They felt cosmopolitan, that they understood ‘everywhere’ and lots of ‘cultures.’ Some, 

like Jude found a sense of home and belonging in his social network, not fixed in or 

moored to physical place, but fluid, reflecting the comings and goings of the 

transnational community to which he belonged. I illustrate the forms of ‘elective’ 

belonging participants were engaged in, the symbolism behind these ‘moorings’ 

(Ploner, 2017) and what they represented in the context of their future mobilities. 
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5.2.1. ‘Home for me right now is…’ 

For some, being mobile and migrating over vast distances meant their sense of home 

was only ever temporary, changing when they moved and somewhere else became 

‘home.’ Noah, for instance, explained that, ‘Singapore is basically where I would 

consider home right now… it’s not like a permanent home, it’s just a temporary home.’ 

Ella, whose parents both taught at Apollo International School and who had moved 

around a great deal, shared a similar perspective, adding, ‘home for me right now is 

Singapore but, years ago, home was Vienna, home was Dubai, home was Oman.’ Ella 

struggled to communicate a clear and strong sense of home, and described further the 

transience of her connections to place:  

I say I’m British, I say I’m from the UK, but I don’t feel like I’m part of, like from 

the UK cos it’s not a place where I find home instantly… I suppose I consider 

home to be where I live at the moment, so, home for me right now is 

Singapore… whenever I go back [to those places I have lived in the past], it’s 

like a sense of familiarity… but because I’ve lived in so many places… it’s hard 

to pinpoint exactly where home is. So, right now, the most familiar I feel is 

obviously Singapore… [but] I wouldn’t call it home exactly.  

Ella’s sense of home, then, did not seem to represent a deep, emotional bond with 

place (Tuan, 1975) but a familiarity with place. Although Wiles (2008) argues that 

familiarity is important for transnational movers to find a sense of home in new places, 

for Ella, her use of the term ‘familiarity’ seemed to signify the limits of her capacity to 

find a sense of home. That Ella did not feel ‘part of’’ or ‘from’ the UK, yet described 

herself to others as British, also revealed something about the identity she chose to 

perform (Lawler, 2008). For example, although her sense of home was quite fluid, she 

anchored herself (Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005) to the UK and to being 

British, signalling perhaps how she would like to be perceived within a sort of status 

hierarchy (Branaman, 1997, in Lawler, 2008, p. 122); the scale of Ella’s sense of 

belonging to and identification with place was in contrast to the students at Millthorpe 

Academy, who anchored themselves to much smaller geographic areas, like 

Rotherham and its surrounding areas.  

Further, Ella’s claim to and affiliation with Britishness also represented a form of 

‘elective’ belonging (Savage, 2008, p. 152) which positioned her in social space and as 

a transnationally connected individual. Others demonstrated this elective belonging 

through the pluralistic and often confused sense of home they expressed. Zahara, for 
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example, was born in Singapore to a British father and Filipino mother and had never 

even lived in the UK. Yet, perhaps because of her British citizenship and annual visits 

to the UK, she claimed a strong affiliation to the UK: 

[I] feel more connected to England… I go for two months every year… I’ve 

always been reluctant to accept Singapore as my home, even though I was 

born here, I’ve lived here all my life, there’s nowhere else I’ve lived, it’s always 

like, I can’t wait to go home [to the UK] for the summer… my grandmother’s 

house [in the UK] has been a constant. 

Zahara’s narrative contradicted some underlying assumptions in previous student 

mobilities literature that stress an opposition between mobility and place attachment 

(Gustafson, 2014). For example, it is clear that being physically rooted in Singapore 

long-term had not led to a strong sense of attachment to that place for Zahara, 

whereas the constancy of her connection and regular visits to the UK instilled in her a 

sense of home that extended across vast geographic space to a place she had never 

formally lived. She exemplified how her capacity and opportunity to ‘elect’ the UK as 

the place that felt most like ‘home’ came about.  

Sashi was also engaged in elective belonging. She categorised the UK, Singapore and 

her parents’ birthplace of India, where many of her relatives still lived, as different kinds 

of home. Sashi explained:  

Singapore is a home… I guess when I lived in England, I would have said that 

was home, but I don’t remember that much. Now, Singapore would be my 

home. I’ve done most of my growing up here… I think of the UK as somewhere 

I might want to make home… India is home in terms of where my family lives. 

Sashi’s categorisation of her different homes in this way offered a glimpse of the mobile 

future she imagined for herself and how having these multiple homes opened up her 

options for future moves. Having family in India meant that this had become an option 

for where she might live in the future. She also explained, in another example of 

elective belonging, that she would perhaps consider working and living there 

temporarily, but ‘maybe not for permanent living.’ This indicated that this was a 

connection or ‘home’ that she could utilise in the future, perhaps for the purposes of 

career progression, before moving somewhere else. We can think of these instances of 

elective belonging, routinised journeys to places and connections in other countries as 

producing links to opportunities outside of the participants’ immediate locality; these 
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links – connections to place and people – open up the choices that Sashi, for example, 

has available to her.  

 

5.2.2. A weak sense of home 

Unlike those discussed so far, Jude was much more reluctant to refer to a place as his 

home. He had moved four times between Australia, the UK and Singapore, and spoke 

of Singapore in ambivalent terms: 

Singapore isn’t too much of a home, it’s more just a place I’m staying to finish 

school… apart from that, it’s not much to me… it’s more just a stop-over for 

where I want to go. 

His time in Singapore, then, represented merely a pause, a functional emplacement, in 

the course of his onward migration. He understood the purpose of his being there as an 

opportunity to acquire academic (cultural) capital as he progressed towards his 

anticipated future, rather than to ‘make a home’ there. His ambivalence towards places 

was also evident from his world map (Figure 5), where his university options were 

shaded orange, indicating he ‘didn’t have strong feelings’ about those places. Jude 

revealed something about how his mobility and the scale and frequency of his 

migration had shaped his identity and his attachments to places. That Singapore was 

‘just a place’, a ‘stop-over’, pointed to the liminal space Jude was operating within 

(Thomassen, 2015). He positioned himself close to spatial ‘boundaries’, not just in a 

physical geographic sense, but figuratively, and was always moving on, and forwards, 

to where he ‘[wanted] to go.’ 

Jude illustrated further his sense of feeling detached from physical places, of operating, 

to some degree, ‘above and beyond’ geographic space, outside of national structures 

and contexts, and in some kind of ‘transnational’ social space (Pries, 2001, p. 69). He 

stated that although he had ‘sincere connections inside’ Singapore, he did not have: 

Too much of a physical connection to places. It’s more, it’s people that I feel 

comfortable around and make somewhere my home. So, in a way, I could count 

this as my home because I feel comfortable around all my friends and family 

but, again, I wouldn’t really stop off here [in the future]… because my friends  
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Figure 5: Jude’s map of the world6. 

 

 
6 Annotations (clockwise from top-right): ‘Travelled quite a bit but at a young age but don’t remember a 
lot, mainly for unis are Aus and the US. I also travel for golf a lot.’; ‘UQ [University of Queensland], James 
Cook’; ‘home’; ‘UWA’ [University of West Australia]; ‘holidays’; Western Europe: ‘holiday’; ‘home’; 
‘holiday’; North America: ‘Georgia’; ‘Tampa Bay’; ‘Stanford’; ‘USD’ [University of San Diego]. Full page 
version available at Appendix I. 
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will be leaving the same time as I will… it’s not really gonna be much of a 

connection for me anymore. 

Jude was explicit about the temporary and weak nature of his connections to place he 

had and expected to have in the future. Indeed, his attachments were barely to place at 

all, but to a transnational community. And his sense of home and belonging were not 

grounded or structured by geographic parameters, but by the dynamics of a 

transnational social space – by the ‘combinations of ties, positions in networks… that 

stretch across… borders’ (Pries, ibid). Again, in this regard, the students at Apollo 

International School were far removed from those at Millthorpe Academy. For students 

at Millthorpe Academy, their sense of belonging and identity were shaped by where 

they had always lived.  

The students illustrated here some key points of comparison between students at 

Apollo International School and those interviewed at Millthorpe Academy. For example, 

the students at Millthorpe Academy shared a sense of their place’s identity and history 

and spoke of this in terms of how their place defined their positionality in the social 

structure (Jackson and Benson, 2014; Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005). This 

was clearly not the case for Jude and others interviewed in this section, partly because 

they did not have a shared sense of home and place, and because they did not relate 

to or identify with place at the same scale. Rather, through elective belonging, they 

related to place on a much larger scale, identifying with ‘the UK’ and ‘British-ness’, 

which positioned them in relation to other transnational movers in transnational social 

space. In this sense, national identity functioned for some of the students as a kind of 

‘discursive resource’ (Antonsich, 2009, p. 284) in order to distinguish themselves from 

others – socially and culturally – in the global HE field (Thompson, 2001). 

Further, the dynamics of the communities to which students from the different schools 

belonged were very different. At Millthorpe Academy, students spoke of their local 

communities as lacking diversity and ‘stuck’. They did not refer to social contacts that 

were mobile; rather, most of their social connections were located in the local area and, 

for some, were considered to be poor role models anyway. For students at Apollo 

International School, on the other hand, the community to which they belonged was not 

grounded in place, but transnationally mobile, and their social contacts were spread out 

geographically. 
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5.2.3. Mobile habitus 

The temporary nature of participants’ sense of home, as well as the changes in social, 

cultural and spatial surroundings they had experienced, also pointed to the kind of 

habitus some of the students possessed. Their movement and experience of having to 

adapt to new environments indicated habitus that were being ‘restructured’ (Reay, 

2004) through their ‘encounters with the outside world’ (Di Maggio, 1979) in ways that 

enabled and potentially normalised mobility (Cairns, Growiec and Smyth, 2012). For 

example, Zahara discussed her interactions with different ‘cultures’, both in Singapore 

and as a result of her regular and extensive travel (Figure 6). She had grown up in 

Singapore but visited family in the UK annually. She commented: 

I’ve lived in Singapore my whole life, but it doesn’t necessarily feel that way 

because of how often we [my family and I] travel… [Also,] growing up in 

Singapore feels like you’re growing up in lots of little cultures because [of] how 

international Singapore is, and then the fact I’ve gone to an international school 

my entire life. 

Jude was also well travelled and made a similar claim about understanding ‘a lot of 

cultures’ because he had moved around and travelled to many different countries. He 

explained: 

I’ve lived in so many places and been to so many places… I understand a lot of 

cultures and, erm, cos of the school, it’s just everything to know about the rest 

of the world. 

And Emelia, whose dad spent most of his time in Hong Kong working as a banker, 

recalled the time she had spent there recently undertaking an internship her dad had 

secured for her. She commented, ‘I felt very local because I was speaking Cantonese 

with the [taxi] driver, I was like, “look at me, I’m not expat.”’ 

In a sense, then, the ‘permanent manners of being, seeing, acting and thinking’ and the 

‘system of long-lasting… schemes or schemata or structures of perception’ that made 

up these participants’ habitus (Bourdieu, 2002, p. 27-29) had been, contrary to 

Bourdieu’s definition, quite impermanent. Participants had learnt to adapt frequently 

their ‘manners of being’ and ‘acting’ to fit into the various cultural environments they 

had moved through and experienced. Their habitus, because of their experience of 

different ‘cultures’, had acquired new ‘layers’ (Reay, 2004), such as in the form of  
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Figure 6: Zahara’s map of the world7. 

 

 

 
7 Full page version available at Appendix J.  
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bilingualism in Emelia’s case, that enabled them to feel they belonged – or to feel ‘very 

local’ as Emelia described’ – in different cultural environments. 

It can also be argued that their habitus, which enabled their manoeuvrability through 

and between different social fields, opened up participants’ space of possibles – their 

‘chances of access to different positions [in a field] (measured by the “difficulty” of 

attaining them…)’ and their ‘aspirations’ and ‘expectations’ for what was possible 

(Bourdieu, 1993, p. 64). For example, through their experiences of travel and migration, 

they had developed confidence and understanding – and ‘ways of knowing about the 

world’ (Khan, 2012, in Loh, 2016, p. 72) – and expected to move more freely between 

different cultural environments. The potential challenges or uncertainties associated 

with moving to a new place to start university were therefore somewhat diminished as 

their space of possibles broadened. We can refer then to many of these participants as 

being in possession of a ‘mobile habitus’ – what Carlson (2012) described as the 

embodiment of mobility capital (Murphy-Lejeune, 2002) and a predisposition for 

migrating and travelling confidently, acquired through their pervious migration and 

travel. 

In this sense, the habitus developed by the participants from Apollo International 

School were shaped by place and the habitus of place to a much lesser extent than the 

habitus of those from Millthorpe Academy in Chapter Four. As we saw, for the students 

in Rotherham, it was through this collective and close relationship between their 

habitus and their locality – this sense of a ‘local habitus’ (Ingram, 2009 – that they felt a 

sense of lack. It was as though their sense of where their futures were headed 

reflected the place itself. At Apollo International School, on the other hand, the students 

did not draw on local markers of identity and habitus, but on global and transnational 

ones; their sense of self came from their mobility through, for instance, Emelia’s 

acquisition of multiple languages. It could be argued that they had developed a kind of 

‘global habitus’, habitus that were framed in relation not to one local place, but by 

multiple places and on a wider scale. We could consider Ella’s sense of feeling ‘British’ 

as being part of this global habitus. She was perhaps communicating a social identity 

that positioned her in an elite space (the UK) within global social fields. Forbes and 

Lingard (2015, 123) identified this ‘global habitus’ in the private school girls in their 

study; for those participants, it was about developing ‘a cosmopolitanism’, a confidence 

in their independent movement in different social and cultural environments. The global 

habitus that the students exhibited, then, was acquired through movement through 

different cultural environments, often through global cities – the nodes that centre 
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global networks of power (Sassen, 2005) – which imbued them with a sense of where 

they belong and what they expect their lives will be like in the future, among the 

globally mobile elite. 

 

5.2.4. Mobility as a ‘process of becoming’ 

The construction of ‘home’ in the context of participants’ broader mobility narratives 

was common. In the example previously discussed, Sashi conceived of the UK as a 

place that could ‘become’ home in the future. Similarly, Jude reduced the meaning of 

his time in Singapore to a ‘stop-over’ for where he wants ‘to go’ in the future. In these 

and other examples, participants revealed something of the temporality of their sense 

of home and belonging, and how this related to their anticipated futures. They were on 

the move, not just spatially, but figuratively, always journeying forwards towards 

educational and career trajectories invariably located elsewhere. Being mobile now and 

in the future, then, related to what or who participants would eventually ‘become’ (Tran, 

2016). 

Sashi, for example, desired to move to the UK in the future, not to rekindle any 

emotional attachments to the place itself; rather, she was focused on how moving there 

would shape who she wanted to ‘become’: 

I think of the UK as somewhere I might make home, because I have that 

attachment already… I have, like, family and a lot of my friends have gone to 

uni there… [they would be able to help me more with the uni process… one of 

my [cousins] goes to Oxford. 

Sashi had thought too about the time she would like to spend in the UK following 

university, in terms of preparing for her future: 

I think I’d definitely stay in the UK for a while [after university], like, you do need 

to have certain skills and to be comfortable and, since that takes so long… I 

would probably stay there for a while because, well, like, I’m a citizen, it would 

be easier I guess for jobs and stuff. 

She also recognised the symbolic value a degree from the UK would hold for her as a 

graduate, in terms of the strength of her position in relation to international labour 

markets: 
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I guess when you talk about [universities, the] UK’s always such a big thing for 

most people… people think of [the UK] cos there are so many [universities] and 

people recognise them as being quite good… they’re more well-known. 

In terms of the temporality of Sashi’s imagined future, then, she was not just focused 

on going to university; she had a plan that extended years ahead into the future, and 

this place was structured by her geographic connections, her social capital, and her 

intended future mobility. Her desire to make the UK her home also formed part of a 

longer-term strategy to navigate towards a dominant position in social space. Mobility 

for Sashi, then, was about ‘becoming’ and self-formation, about strategizing for what 

she wanted to ‘become’ in the future. 

Felix was also born in the UK and had spent his first seven years there before moving 

to Singapore. Unlike Sashi, he had no family base in the UK. However, he too visited 

the UK annually and considered the UK to be his home rather than Singapore:   

For me, the UK is still considered my home. I don’t consider Singapore my 

home. Even though I have a lot of family based in Asia, going back [to the UK] 

every year just brings back memories of me growing up, even though I left 

when I was young. I guess the UK’s just the first place I associate myself with. If 

there’s any one place in the world I would live it would be there just because of 

the sentimental value that I have with like the country and erm just in general, 

like, just growing up there from a young age like during the young infancy 

stages that’s like the place that shapes a person the most, so all of the culture 

and all the, what’s the word? Just all the norms and customs that you pick up 

while you’re there shape you as a person to like who you want to become. 

Here, Felix communicated a much more profound sense of the UK as ‘home’ than 

participants like Sashi, Jude and Ella. He explained the rootedness to the UK that he 

felt and where this had come from. He also spoke of the lasting impact of the short time 

he spent there on his cultural identity – the ‘norms’ and ‘customs’ he had ‘[picked] up.’ 

His narrative evokes a ‘place elasticity’ through his ongoing engagement with and 

connection to a place that is perhaps more cognitive than physical (Barcus and Brunn, 

2010).  

Felix also exemplified what Gustafson (2001, p. 677) describes as the 

‘complementarity’ of ‘place attachment’, or ‘roots’, and ‘mobility’, or ‘routes.’; the idea 

that ‘once you have roots at home, you can also enjoy routes that lead you far away.’ In 
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this sense, we could think of Felix’s connectedness to the UK (his roots) as a sort of 

anchoring (Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005) to a particular cultural system and 

identity, and a physical place with which he identifies. It provided a sort of grounding – 

a point in geographic space, out from which he could be mobile and forge routes, while 

maintaining a sense of belonging. He could have been alluding to this in the last 

sentence of his quote above – that his sense of ‘home’ and identity ‘shape you as a 

person to, like, who you want to become.’ The years he has spent away from the UK 

and his mobility could be described as a bi-directional ‘route’ away from home. We can 

also think of Felix’s sense of the UK as ‘home’ as a kind of ‘mooring’ which enabled 

him to make sense of his multinational family background and migration as a child from 

the UK to Singapore (Ploner, 2017). 

There are some subtle but important similarities here between the way Felix anchors 

himself to place and the way the participants from Millthorpe Academy did. These are 

very different forms of anchoring. Felix’s anchoring is directed at the nation state of the 

UK; it is a large-scale anchoring. The students at Millthorpe Academy, on the other 

hand, anchor themselves to a much narrower geographic site. However, these are both 

forms of anchoring that ties the individuals to places, albeit at different scales and for 

potentially different reasons. Although Felix is engaging in a form of elective belonging, 

it is perhaps also the case that he is seeking to make sense of his mobility and his lack 

of a grounding in what he considers to be his home, which comes easily to the students 

at Millthorpe Academy given their long-term residence in place. 

Finally, when Ella discussed her intended future mobility, she also did so in the context 

of her career trajectory and the type of person she would like to become. When we 

discussed where Ella might live and what she might do after university, she did not 

focus on places where she would feel ‘at home’ as such. Although she did choose 

Vienna as a possible option, somewhere that ‘was home’ in the past, she added: 

Maybe after university, I could also have a look at other places, mainly looking 

at Europe as well, erm, cos I’ve also, if I’m not in the UK, I’m in Europe mainly, 

erm, and kind of they have a good music scene, it’s a different cul-, it’s different 

types of music, so different genres of music, err, especially in Vienna, it’s very, 

solely based on like classical music and the composers like Beethoven and 

Mozart, and some of the most famous classical composers were, some 

romantic composers were based in Vienna, so just being able to experience the 

different kind of cultures in music is also what I would like to do. 
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The places she talked about – Singapore and Vienna – were mentioned in terms of the 

cultural capital she could acquire while she lives there. She does not mention any 

sense of ‘rootedness’ or sense of belonging to these places. Rather, the doors opened 

by attending the school she attended, or following paths trodden by canonical classical 

composers, are of greater importance than forging or rekindling an emotional 

connection with place. Her reference to these composers and her international 

connectedness more generally could also be indications of where Ella positions herself 

in social space or transnational social space. She thinks of herself as operating outside 

of national borders and national social structures. Throughout her interview, she 

emphasised her international identity, global reflexivity (Savage, Bagnall and 

Longhurst, 2005) and geographically expansive social network, signifying her 

membership of a GMC (Yemini and Maxwell, 2018, p. 1031). She eschewed 

geographic rootedness, better enabling her to secure a good career in the music 

industry, and to retain her position among a transnational elite as she enters adulthood; 

her mobility is a process of becoming (Tran, 2016). Further, Ella is providing here a 

glimpse of her global socio-spatial imaginary and where she sees her future self 

positioned within this imaginary. First, she is focused on the social field of classical 

music, which has global dimensions, and within which Europe and particularly Vienna 

are considered an elite space, on account of the perceptibly ‘high’ cultural capital 

(Savage, 2015) that can be accumulated there. Ella’s wanting to experience the 

‘different kind[s] of cultures’ points to her desire to become ‘accomplished’ in the sense 

that Maxwell and Aggleton (2013) described.  

 

5.3. The mediated mobilities of the GMC 

Section one has examined how participants from Apollo International School 

negotiated a sense of place and ‘home.’ Some revealed a transient and temporary 

sense of home, positioning themselves, as Jude did, in a sort of liminal space, always 

moving, operating ‘above’ national borders and contexts, within a sort of transnational 

space, where borders seemed to matter less. Some also engaged in forms of ‘elective’ 

belonging, whereby they had established ‘moorings’ (Ploner, 2017) to different places, 

often on a national rather than a local scale, that symbolised where they were located 

in social space and what they hoped to ‘become’ in the future. As Ploner (2017, p. 440) 

argues, although these moorings represent ‘transit and exit points’, they also ‘provide… 

ample space for individuals to… envisage possible futures.’ In the cases mentioned, 
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the participants’ ‘moorings’ functioned to retain a sense of belonging and identity, 

grounding their mobilities while they moved freely between cultural environments.  

However, through close analysis of data, participants’ relationships with place were 

more complex than they initially appeared. In some cases, for example, as we have 

seen, having a sense of home and being mobile were not mutually exclusive states 

(Gustafson, 2001; 2014). While it seemed that some were detached from place, their 

regular mobility between their multiple homes, and their capacity to reflexively ‘elect’ 

places as ‘home’ (Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005) meant they experienced 

belonging and familiarity at larger scales. There was something about these multiple 

homes, and the often routinised journeys between homes that meant participants were 

able to ‘anchor’ themselves (Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005) and find a sense of 

belonging that was not conditional on long-term rootedness, but on the ‘spatio-temporal 

routines’ they engaged in (Fallov, Jørgensen and Knudsen, 2013, p. 476). 

In this sense, their relationships with ‘home’ and place were starkly different to those of 

the students at Millthorpe Academy. As we saw in the previous chapter, most of the 

students in Rotherham had had limited experiences of travelling beyond their locality 

and, as such, their sense of belonging, of feeling comfortable operating beyond their 

familiar space, was limited. For the students at Apollo International School, however, 

we can see how their being ‘on the move’ regularly and throughout childhood has 

imbued them with a sense of home and place that is large-scale and weaker in nature 

– however, it is still present. They do still identify with place in some cases. It is just that 

what constitutes ‘home’, or a meaningful place, is more fluid and shorter-term. 

In this second section, I examine participants’ movements and mobilities. I show that, 

rather than being uninhibited by geography, participants’ imagined futures were shaped 

by the spatial structures of the social field in which they were operating. For example, 

they were operating within a social field where they had a great deal of power because 

of their social, economic and cultural experiences and, arguably, advantages. They 

were also advantaged by ‘lines’ of power (Massey, 2007) – in the form of the well-

trodden paths alumni had taken, ‘help’ from well-placed social connections, advice and 

opportunities provided in school – that stretched out from schools and families towards 

exclusive regions of the global HE field where the highest achievable positions were 

located. I focus on the social capital participants had built up in the form of far-reaching 

and well-placed contacts which, for some, functioned to connect them to far-off places 

and to dominant positions in the global HE field. This again distances this group from 
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the students at Millthorpe Academy in that the students at Apollo International School 

did have access to the bridging social capital that stretched often around the world and 

to elite positions within the HE field.  

I also focus on the spatial imaginaries of participants – their relational perceptions of 

place and the boundary-making they undertook – and the ways they positioned 

themselves in relation to people and place. I explore how this boundary-making and 

self-positioning was shaped in various ways by attending the independent international 

school (e.g. through the nurturing of mobile sensitivities and global reflexivity in school) 

and by growing up in transnational families and communities. I demonstrate in this 

section the orientations towards places or regions that these students undertook, that 

they were not placeless, as is often seen to be the case in the literature on ‘third culture 

kids’, but that their imagined futures were shaped too by geography. 

 

5.3.1. ‘We’ll help each other out’: Friends in high places 

Many of the participants highlighted their connections to internationally dispersed and 

well-placed networks. These networks comprised socially, culturally and economically 

middle-class or elite individuals, and included those who occupied elite positions in the 

global HE field (i.e. people who studied or worked in highly ranked HE institutions). 

Networks had formed typically as a result of: families’ migration and travel; the 

professional roles parents occupied and subsequent contacts they had made; and the 

progression of former graduates of Apollo International School to elite universities 

overseas. Some alluded to their networks in terms of their functionality – their 

usefulness in the context of participants’ anticipated trajectories. For example, the 

contacts participants and their parents had made and, in some cases, deliberately 

cultivated, could potentially facilitate access to prestigious universities, highly regarded 

career trajectories and other opportunities along the way. This was different to already 

discussed students like Iris and Kiri from Millthorpe Academy, who did not consider 

their well-placed contacts – already embedded within the HE field and, in Iris’s case, in 

a dominant position therein – to be ‘useful’ in the future.  

At Apollo International School, Emelia was one example of a student who seemed 

versed in utilising her contacts and drawing on her family’s social capital. She 

summarised the places she had lived and where her extended family lived (in Hong 

Kong and Canada) with arguably unaffectionate language, explaining, ‘that’s basically 
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where my two depots are.’ There was something about the language she used – 

‘depots’ – that evoked a liminal space in the same way Jude talked about Singapore 

above. A depot is typically a transitional space, a terminus, somewhere one stays only 

temporarily. A ‘depot’ also gives a sense of the ‘interspaces’ Urry (2007, p. 172) says 

are created by distance and mobility between sites of ‘home, work and leisure.’ For 

Emelia, the interspaces within which she operates – in order to keep in touch with 

people and to travel between places – is vast, geographically.  

Further, Emelia had experienced first-hand how social capital could be operationalised, 

adding that her dad had recently secured for her an internship with a company in Hong 

Kong through his ‘contacts’ because he was well-connected there. Emelia shared her 

intention to establish in the future a wide network of people at university: 

I will for sure go to the same uni as somebody else from this school and I think, 

in that respect, [networking is] kind of important to me… when you go to uni, 

you just, you’re forced into networking… you have to learn to make friends and 

network… so I definitely think that having a network all over, cos, depending on 

where I go, it won’t matter, cos I won’t be drawn to one place more, because of 

the people, like, I’ll have people everywhere. 

It is useful to note here that Emelia was considering applying to McGill University, the 

University of Toronto and University College, London (UCL), all of which placed within 

the top 40 institutions worldwide at the time fieldwork took place (QS World University 

Rankings, 2018). That she anticipated others from Apollo International School would 

attend the same university as she indicated the narrow trajectories that students from 

her school were likely, in her view, to take. Emelia also indicated that her access to an 

important social network was secure, that, wherever she ended up going to university, 

she would still ‘have people everywhere.’ She seemed well-versed in the ‘rules of the 

game’ in the HE field and of the potential benefits generated through belonging to a 

global social network (Bathmaker, Ingram and Waller, 2013; Watters, 2016). Further, 

we can see from Emelia’s discussion here that, despite her claim that it ‘won’t matter’ 

where she goes to university, she had actually homed in on a few select locations 

where she had family connections (Toronto), where she had already lived (London), 

and where the HE institutions located there are highly ranked globally (Figure 7). 

Jude was very clear about his university and post-university trajectories and had also 

operationalised his and his family’s social connections. He revealed a far-reaching 

network, not only of family friends in the UK, Spain and Italy, but of professional  
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Figure 7: Emelia’s map of the world8. 

 

 
8 Annotations (left to right): ‘Born in Vancouver but never lived there, visited very often and have lots of 
families’; ‘Would like to visit LA’; ‘went to Las Vegas for a wedding’; ‘really liked visiting San Francisco’; 
‘would like to go to university in Montreal or Toronto’; ‘would not like to live here until there’s a new 
president’; ‘grandparents live in Florida/to visit’; Western Europe: ‘Uni would be cool’; ‘I love Italy’; ‘I 
love France + Spain’; South-east Asia: ‘I loved living in HK and have lots of family and friends’; ‘I like living 
in Singapore but not sure if I would come back to live here’. Full page version available at Appendix K. 
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contacts he could call upon as he pursued careers in professional golf and marine 

biology simultaneously. He mentioned frequently and casually the ‘help’ he expected to 

receive from friends and family connections now and in the future: 

Jude: There’s a few people in the US who can help me like to further what I 

want to do in golf and also in studying. 

… 

Jude: Maybe later on, if some of us [my friends and I] do get into the same sort 

of area [professionally], I’m sure we’ll probably help each other out. 

SW: What would a good post-university career or life be like? 

Jude: Erm, so Sydney Institute for Marine Sciences, erm, which I was meant to 

do an internship at but was rejected, because they had too many people at one 

time, so, but I still have other connections there, we have a family friend who's 

the head scientist there, so he tried to help me get into that. 

Here, Jude recounted the sources and particular forms of social capital at his disposal 

(Bourdieu, 1986) that would facilitate both his ongoing international mobility (Beech, 

2015) and even direct access to particular educational and professional pathways. 

Indeed, the social contacts to which Jude and his family had access were particularly 

well-placed in terms of the fit between the nature of their professional careers and 

Jude’s educational and professional aspirations. There were several reasons that might 

explain how and why this network had come to be so directly beneficial for Jude. First, 

although Jude did not say how his parents befriended the ‘head scientist’ in Sydney, 

this type of connection (an elite professional overseas) was likely established via 

informal networking, resulting from the social circles to which their professional work 

had given them access, as well as their international mobility (the time they spent living 

in Australia). Jude was also unclear about whether he decided to pursue marine 

biology before or after this friendship was established. However, it is possible either 

that: his parents were aware of Jude’s ambition to study marine biology and therefore 

saw this as a useful connection to have; or that Jude was introduced to the idea of 

studying and pursuing a career in marine biology through this connection. 

Further, Jude was very much aware, like Emelia, of the importance of fostering 

relationships with people that were potentially beneficial: 
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Even if I don't get into the professional place, I still want to play [golf], cos it's a 

good way to meet people, it's a good way to, erm, if you're in a business, if erm, 

I go into some sort of financial like banking kind of thing like my dad does, err, 

then I'd err... then I'd still use golf in order to meet people to introduce them to 

what we do, cos like, what my dad does, he takes like all his clients out to golf 

trips, erm, and then, like entertains them and shows them a good time and, at 

the same time, also exploring different business options and that sort of thing. 

His ‘contacts’ at Stanford University, then, where he hoped to pursue both marine 

biology and golf, and where he had recently attended a golf summer school, had been 

established potentially through his own learnt networking skills (although it was not 

clear whether his parents accompanied him on the trip and helped forge these 

connections) transmitted intergenerationally. That Jude’s and others’ networks were 

international was also crucially important. It was the internationalism of these networks 

perhaps that produced within participants a sense of being globally connected, as Jude 

said, ‘everywhere’ and of having lots of connections who were well-placed, 

geographically and professionally.  

In referencing these networks and their plans to operationalise ‘contacts’, participants 

often exuded an assuredness that, even where they feel uncertain about their future 

plans, their embeddedness in these networks would prove beneficial for gaining 

advantage over others in HE and other social fields (Watters, 2016). When asked 

about the application processes at different universities, for example, Jude assured, ‘I 

have contacts in Stanford and the University of Queensland, but, and they will 

probably, they will help out.’ Here and elsewhere in his narrative, he demonstrated this 

level of assuredness that his network of contacts would afford him advantages – 

whether the enabled his pursual of a career as a professional golfer or helped directly 

with the university application itself – that would help him to maintain a dominant 

position within particular social fields and among the GMC.  

This ‘help’ – knowledge, access to opportunities or even just being a familiar face in an 

unfamiliar place – set this group of participants apart from those at Millthorpe Academy. 

The social capital some students from Apollo International School had accumulated 

opened up a greater number of opportunities to pursue elite HE pathways and career 

trajectories, which was not the case for participants at Millthorpe Academy. Moreover, 

participants like Jude and Emelia understood how to mobilise this capital to their 

advantage. As we saw in Chapter Four, this was something that participants like Iris, 
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whose uncle was a successful academic, and Kiri, whose brother studied in the USA, 

did not understand; they did not consider these contacts useful for imparting knowledge 

about HE processes, nor did they discuss them in terms of their usefulness for securing 

positions in the HE field. 

Furthermore, participants at Apollo International School were also influenced by the 

precedents set by Apollo International School alumni and their older friends. Ella had 

visited Canada recently, ‘because I had a couple of friends, older friends who’d 

applied… [they] told me it’s one of the best places for students and for the arts and for 

music, so we went this summer to check it out.’ Felix perceived a precedent in his 

school for studying in the UK or US, adding, ‘that’s where most people go.’ For 

Phoebe, to not go to university after leaving school would have been unusual. She 

explained, ‘I think if someone said to me from this school that they weren’t applying for 

uni, I’d just be like, “Oh?”’ And Jess added, ‘a lot of people from this school are going to 

Australia, and it’s an option that they really make you wanna think about.’ Jess also 

shared, when asked why she had chosen New York University: 

It's cos they do that course extremely well, in-depth, and the professors there 

are like the top in their field and erm I know quite a lot of people who go there 

too and they've been telling me stuff about it and also I just like generally like 

New York, it's a good place 

There were, then, well-trodden paths that oriented towards elite institutions in a select 

group of countries in the global north, which influenced where participants were 

considering studying. Social capital in the form of school alumni also represented 

‘insider’ knowledge participants could draw on in order to realise such trajectories. In a 

sense, these well-trodden paths functioned to familiarise participants with and link them 

to range of HE opportunities in other countries. 

 

5.3.2. Orienting towards the ‘bigger’ and ‘best’ institutions  

Another way through which participants were ‘channelled’ (Findlay et al, 2012) towards 

dominant positions in the global HE field was through the opportunities, and the 

information, advice and guidance they received at Apollo International School. For 

example, the school and its teachers played a role in narrowing the perceived 

geographic distance between students at the school and universities around the world. 
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According to some students, each year, the school’s ‘HE Information Service’ located 

on campus, invited representatives from approximately 300 HEIs into school to speak 

to students as part of their recruitment activities. This figure was corroborated by the 

member of staff from the HEGS I interviewed. Jude explained: 

They try to get as many universities in to talk… they’re from really all around the 

world. We have, we had quite a few last time from the US. We had maybe four 

or five from the UK as well.  

These institutions were reportedly also a particular type, according to some students. 

Alistair argued that, in school, the ‘bigger’ universities are considered the most 

favourable options: 

Those [universities] are most known, most prominent and talked about, so their 

name is bigger in our school and they’ve also come to our school, so King’s 

(King’s College London) has come to our school, UCL has come to our school, I 

think LSE has come to our school. 

Several reported that those who visited were from highly ranked (globally) institutions. 

Although participants from Millthorpe Academy did not mention whether 

representatives from universities visited their school, nothing on the scale of activities 

at Apollo International was mentioned by the teacher at Millthorpe Academy when 

asked about the HE information, advice and guidance offered to students, nor was it 

likely that high-ranking institutions from around the world were visiting Millthorpe 

Academy. This disparity between the two schools, and the volume of interactions with 

universities from around the world, particularly elite institutions in the global north, at 

Apollo International School, highlights potentially: the value of the IB diploma (which all 

of the participants were studying towards) to elite institutions (Lee, Wright and Walker, 

2016); as well as the ‘situated practices’ undertaken in elite schools whereby children 

are ‘channelled’ into the highest ranking universities in the world (Waters, 2007). If we 

consider the HE field in terms of the objective positions up for grabs, the pupils at this 

school possessed the power (Massey, 1993) to acquire advantage over others in the 

field, on account of the opportunities provided by the HEGS to interact with these 

universities. They perhaps stood more of a chance of obtaining a position at one of 

these institutions than those who do not have access to the guidance service the 

HEGS provides. 
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Being in Singapore was also an advantage, as it was a place where HE recruiters 

sought out ‘talent’. Ella explained that recruiters from some music conservatoires in 

other countries visited Singapore to audition students for their degree programmes: 

Some of the auditions are based in Singapore… so, I’m really lucky for that and 

I find that if you audition live in front of them rather than sending a video, it’s a 

lot better… I know the Manchester university [Royal Northern College of Music] 

has auditions here [in Singapore]. 

This was another example of how the distance between students and their desired 

destinations was bridged by practices undertaken in school. In another example, 

Alistair, like many others, had travelled to various countries to visit universities in 

person. He explained, ‘so, this summer, we went to see most of the unis that I wanted 

to see.’ These examples demonstrated how participants benefitted from the power-

geometry of time-space compression (Massey, 1993) because they lived in Singapore, 

because they had the economic capital to travel to institutions themselves, and 

because the school itself provided plenty of opportunities for its students to engage 

with these institutions. The students, then, were positioned in ‘distinct ways’ (in this 

case, more proximally) ‘in relation to these flows’ of knowledge and capital, and in 

relation to the ‘interconnections’ between their school and elite institutions (Massey, 

1993, p. 61).  

The HEGS itself also played an important role in helping to bridge gaps in knowledge 

participants had about far-off places. During my visit to the school, I was invited to 

speak with an advisor from the ‘HE Information Service.’ Staff from the HEGS work 

with all pupils from grade 9 (14-year-olds) until they leave school in grade 12; they 

provide individual tailored information, advice and guidance relevant to the students’ 

futures. The advisor revealed that the school itself played a significant role in preparing 

its pupils for internationally mobile futures and to be ‘outward looking’, to question ‘what 

are we doing for the world?’ She argued that this was ‘in the school’s blood.’ She also 

recognised that British pupils at the school might: 

Know London… but they’re not so sure about other places [in the UK]… they 

can be so flexible [in where they can go to university], it really doesn’t matter, 

and so they find it hard to know [how to make decisions about where to go to 

university].  
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She echoed what some of the participants had said about their freedom to go 

anywhere because of their rootlessness and their connections to ‘everywhere’, and 

added that, because of this geographic flexibility, many were focused more so on the 

reputations of institutions and attending institutions where they knew people.  

The HEGS staff member also described the role that the HEGS played in helping 

pupils to understand what it might be like to move to and live in a new local 

environment: 

One of the things we developed was a virtual visit tool and so the students here 

can like figure out all these things so what’s the, what bands are playing there, 

where are the really cool places to have a coffee, what are people talking about, 

what’s the headline in the campus newspaper this week, things that are quite 

precise really in trying to build up a picture of where you might live for three or 

four years and what it’s gonna feel like on this campus… they might not get to 

visit… so the virtual visits they do as well on campus [websites]… I really like 

the lectures that people put online so you can say, ‘Okay, if you went to UCL, 

then these are some of the lectures you might see’, so you can start to get a 

feel for that kind of thing. 

Here, the HEGS helped to develop connections and a sense of familiarity between 

pupils and the universities they were interested in. Because the participants I worked 

with tended to have a family history of attending university, they potentially already 

possessed a habitus that would enable a smoother transition to the relatively familiar 

social field of HE (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). Part of the HEGS’s role then was to 

provide a sort of supplementary service through which pupils could fill in gaps in their 

knowledge about HE and specific institutions that could hinder their transition not only 

to a university environment but to a new local environment.  

 

5.3.3. Becoming ‘cultured’ global citizens 

In addition to fostering connections between the students and the universities they 

were expected to apply to, Apollo International School also played a role in providing 

opportunities for the students to consume and build cultural capital that could 

distinguish them from others in the global HE field. The facilities at Apollo International 

School illustrated this and included on campus was an Olympic-sized swimming pool, a 
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gymnastics centre, dance, fitness and music studios, a theatre and a rock-climbing 

wall. The campus boasted the ‘largest elevated field in Asia… [a] fully floodlit, artificial 

turf field [which] meets FIFA [International Federation of Association Football] 

…standards’, used for ‘football, rugby and softball…basketball, volleyball [and] 

badminton.’ The school also hosted a ‘Chelsea Football Club International 

Development Centre…accommodating an all-inclusive grassroots programme.’ And it 

celebrates international diversity with over 75 nationalities represented on campus. 

This was all part of the elite international school experience and the ‘social 

reproduction of the most privileged’ (Courtois, 2018, p. 2), but it was also to do with 

nurturing a particular kind of person, one who would be better positioned in relation to 

the global HE field. Further, these activities, as well as the support provided by the 

HEGS, were meant to develop within the students a globally reflexive outlook – the 

ability to ‘place [themselves] in some kind of broader global comparative frame’ 

(Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005). 

Ella and Jude, for example, illustrated how their school environment and the cultural 

capital they had accumulated there had to some extent shaped their attitudes and 

dispositions. Ella could see herself living in a place like Vienna after university because 

it provided access to forms of cultural capital that could be operationalised in the future 

as she carved out a musical career for herself. But it was also a possibility because she 

felt a sense of entitlement to those resources and to that trajectory – a sense of 

entitlement that had been instilled in her in school and at home, that she could go 

anywhere and do anything. Jude, meanwhile, used othering to distinguish himself and 

achieve a sense of superiority as a cosmopolitan mobile individual. He was able to 

utilise high levels of cultural capital that he had acquired by attending Apollo 

International School to interact with locals when he travelled – and this was something 

he supposed most people did not do. As he explained: 

I like experiences that actually involve doing something, not just standing 

around and sight-seeing, cos that's not my kind of area… I mean, I get that 

that's what people like to do. 

He implied that his ‘kind of area’ – of interests, perhaps – was apart from what other 

people did; in doing so, he distanced himself from other social actors on account of his 

ability to adapt to new surroundings and ingratiate himself more thoroughly in new local 

and cultural settings. He also demonstrated in this quote his taste, his appropriation of 

a kind of ‘practice’ and ‘lifestyle’ that distinguishes him through his cosmopolitanism 
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(Bourdieu, 2010, p. 169). Ultimately, Jude demonstrated a kind of ‘cultural snobbery’ 

here that was strikingly similar to Savage’s (2015, p. 121) description of the ‘apparent 

laissez-faire attitude’ with which cultural snobbery was employed by some of their 

participants. Jude takes care in his quote above to at once appear discerning in his 

own tastes vis-à-vis how he likes to spend his time recreationally, and to avoid the ‘any 

suspicion of snobbery.’  

Furthermore, this relationality between the pupils at Millthorpe Academy, for example, 

and those at Apollo International School separated the two groups from one another 

within the HE field. The HEGS member of staff I spoke with summarised this disparity 

for me. She used to work at a state school in a small, deindustrialised town in north-

west England but lived in one of the main north-western cities. She explained how her 

students there had been surprised and impressed to learn that she lived in what they 

considered to be a major city yet worked in their school. She alluded in this example to 

the bounded nature of their lived experience. In contrast, she quoted a pupil she had 

worked with through the HEGS at the Singapore school. The 17-year-old pupil had 

shared with her that, because of the HEGS service provided to him, ‘I feel like I’m 

figuring out who I want to be as a human being and an adult.’ Although contextual 

details for that particular pupil are missing, the quote offers a glimpse into kind of 

environment the school had tried to create. These pupils were not just given a set of 

universities from which to choose. They were being guided personally over a long 

period of time in an environment where global futures are actively encouraged and 

where fields of possibles were being expanded. 

 

5.3.4. ‘I’m a city girl’ 

Where participants were orienting towards demonstrated not only how they positioned 

themselves in geographic space; it also told us something about individuals’ identity 

formation and where they were positioned socially. For example, for Emelia, living in a 

city was a key part of her identity: 

This [area of my map is shaded] orange, like, Bristol and Exeter, I feel, like, my 

parents and I feel like I wouldn’t really like living there. I really like big cities. I’m 

a city girl, always have been. I’ve appreciated the country, but I would never 

see myself living there. 
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Emelia’s notion of ‘the country’ as somewhere to ‘appreciate’ but not live was part of 

the formulation of a global middle-class ‘city girl’ identity and sensibility (Jackson and 

Benson, 2014). While the ‘empty space’ (Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005, p. 104) 

of the country would not provide the stocks of capital, particularly social capital, that 

Emelia would have required to sustain her social class position, nor represent the kind 

of space in which she belongs, she perhaps recognised something culturally 

significant, even attractive about the countryside – something symbolic about its ‘aura’ 

(Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005, p. 104). Her identity as a ‘city girl’ was also a 

form of social and spatial boundary making through which she signalled her position in 

social space – she needed to be in an urban space with access to particular kinds of 

capital that cannot be found in the country. This resonates with Maxwell and Aggleton’s 

(2010) study on private school girls. In the study, the girls position themselves and 

others relationally within a socio-spatial framework predicated on the symbolism behind 

coming from the ‘town’ or ‘the country.’ In Maxwell and Aggleton (2014) the authors 

demonstrate how these imaginaries are drawn upon in the process of social 

reproduction.   

Alistair perceived that being near to a city would enable him to remain part of the 

international community: 

Geographic location was a big factor [in choosing where to go to university] 

because, like, I wanna be in a city, I don’t wanna be isolated from, erm, from, 

like, the sort of, like, the international community, cos I have grown up in the 

international community… I wanna maintain that…because… that’s sort of 

where I belong. 

Emily, meanwhile, did not want to live in London itself, but wanted to live nearby the 

capital city: 

I don’t really wanna live in London because, as a city, it feels lonely, erm, but I 

do like the city… I just wanted to be near the city because that’s the type of 

person I am. 

Heir orientation towards urban spaces was not simply out of geographic preference; 

residential choice represents much more than this, and reflects individuals’ ‘lifestyles 

and consumption practices’ (Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005, in Jackson and 

Benson, 2014) and the desire to locate oneself socially, not just geographically 

(Maxwell and Aggleton, 2014). As Alistair explained, the space where the international 
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community reside is where he ‘belongs’ and it did not matter quite so much what city 

that happened to be. For Emelia, however, the city in question did matter as it later 

transpired. She was asked, ‘is it the UK, then [that you are drawn to]? Or is it just 

London?’ Emelia replied, ‘I think it’s just London.’ In a way, then, she narrowed her 

spatial boundary even further – to the space of the global city – indicating where she 

felt she belonged, and her social class position.  

This carving up and categorising of space occurred in other ways. Jess, for example, 

discussed her plans following university study: 

I’d probably settle down in a first-world country or in a city. I really like cities. 

Countrysides are not really my thing, so I’d probably settle down in some place 

like London.  

Like Emelia, Jess was not drawn to just any city; her residential choice was London of 

somewhere ‘like London.’ Her reference to ‘first-world’ countries was an interesting 

locution here, signalling spatially perhaps her perceived dominance in relation to others 

(Said, 1978). 

Felix echoed this form of othering, categorising countries in order to distinguish his own 

position in social space. I asked him about the areas on his map shaded with the colour 

red (see Figure 8): 

SW: So, we’ve got, where? Like, most of Africa, Mexico, erm –  

D: That’s kind of all the like, the, the stan countries, Afghanistan, all of those like 

dangerous places or like countries that aren’t really doing very well, I try to stay 

clear of those. 

Like Jess, he offered a glimpse into how he conceived of places or regions of space 

relationally and categorised them according to his own imagined hierarchy. Noah also 

thought about place hierarchically, adding: 

You have more of an advantage if you’re in the UK [for university and as a 

graduate]. I feel like there’s a bit more expertise as well when it comes to the 

UK in the field that I want to go into. 

Noah’s orientation to a place like the UK shows his recognition that access to dominant 

positions in the field of HE and the graduate labour market requires the accumulation of  
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Figure 8: Noah’s map of the world9. 

 

 
9 Annotation: ‘Can’t apply’. Full page version available at Appendix L. 
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certain ‘expertise’ or capital (academic and technical). He also recognises where these 

expertise (or capital) are concentrated spatially (Allen and Hollingworth, 2013). Again, 

what the participants are doing here is attempting to position themselves not only 

geographically but in social space, in relation to where capital and resources are 

concentrated.  

The students also demonstrated elsewhere their positionality and manoeuvrability in 

transnational social space (Nowicka, 2015). Sashi, for instance, talked about the 

‘different cultures’ she was able to access through school: 

You get to go to so many different places and access these different cultures, it 

is quite unique, and our school as well, they really have service partnerships 

with so many organisations, you learn so much about the position you’re in here 

in Singapore.   

The ‘position’ she was in was social – it referred to the dominant position she occupied 

in social space. It is also spatial – her physically being in the international school and in 

Singapore has enabled her understanding of different cultural forms, practices, 

attitudes, and has perhaps enhanced her capacity for moving between social fields. 

Alistair also referred to the geographic position of Singapore. He explained why his 

family had not moved to Burma (where his mother is from) in the past: 

Because the education and the schools aren’t as great as here, and also, 

Singapore’s quite central. We can easily fly to Europe, we can easily fly back to 

see my grandparents in Burma, so it’s like, the geographic location’s quite 

central, it’s quite easily accessible. 

And Jude talked about his positionality in transnational social space: 

Cos I want to do marine biology, so, down there's a really good place, and, you 

have Townsville, James Cook, err, and then University of Queensland and a 

few places in Sydney as well, but then, also I'm planning on doing my SATs this 

coming November… that would hopefully, well possibly put me in place to go to 

the US as well. 

Here, Jude referred to the capital he was able to accumulate through school that would 

enable his access to a greater number of positions in the international or global HE 

field. Again, in a sense, the participants are carving up space and constructing 
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boundaries within which they belong and pointing to structures in relation to which they 

are positioned.  

However, their boundary-making is starkly different to that conveyed by the students at 

Millthorpe Academy. In Rotherham, participants gave a sense that the boundaries they 

were drawing were around themselves; their focal point, home, was singular, and their 

boundaries were drawn in relation to the social and cultural epicentre that framed their 

identity and the geographic space in which their lives were lived. In Singapore, 

however, this boundary-making related more so to the structure of the global HE field. 

Noah’s demarcation of the UK as a place to study was not based on where he 

expected to feel comfortable, necessarily. It was based on the hierarchical structure of 

the global HE field and his recognition of the UK as a beneficial space in which to 

study. And Emelia’s sense of being a ‘city girl’ and the boundaries she drew for herself 

were based on where she considered herself to belong in social space, as well as 

where she thought the best universities in the world were located. 

 

5.4. Summary 

Although many of the students at Apollo International School struggled to communicate 

a clear sense of ‘home’ in the first section, they often expressed a clear sense of who 

they were, contrary to claims in the literature on so-called ‘third culture kids’ about the 

identity struggles of transnational students (Cockburn, 2002). Further, their trajectories 

were not aimless, but framed within particular geometries of places where dominant 

positions in the global HE field were concentrated – almost all participants oriented 

towards HE destinations that were in English-speaking countries in the global north, 

and often in cities where HE destinations were valued most highly. Despite participants’ 

frequent arguments that they belonged and felt at home ‘everywhere’, they were often 

far from ‘place-less’ – rather, they often referred to multiple homes that meant different 

things to them. They also had reasonably strong attachments to places, just not strong 

or exclusive attachments to, for instance, a country. As Emelia demonstrated earlier, 

her attachment was not so much to the UK, but to London and what the city 

represented.  

This chapter also challenges the dominant binary model of student mobilities which 

tends to categorise students as ‘stayers’ or ‘leavers’ (Finn, 2017). Indeed, this chapter 

has complicated the idea of the ‘leaver’, given many of the students interviewed at 
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Apollo International School were already mobile; they did not have a singular long-term 

home to ‘leave’, per se. Rather, as participants like Jude illustrated, some saw 

themselves as occupying a liminal space, from where they could move transnationally, 

but were still focused on places where they felt they belonged, at least socially.  

Further, the participants were shown to be engaged in ‘mobile forms of belonging’ 

(Fallov, Jørgensen and Knudsen, 2013). By this, I mean participants’ sense of 

belonging and placemaking were not absent from their narratives and experiences – 

they were simply mediated, particularly in terms of the scale or distance of some of 

their attachments, by their mobilities and, for instance, their capital. Many were 

engaged in ‘space ballets’ (Seamon, 1980) that structured the relationship between 

their mobility and belonging (Fallov, Jørgensen and Knudsen, 2013). That is to say, 

there was something about these routinised journeys to or between ‘homes’ – e.g. 

between categories of home – through which places came to represent familiarity and 

belonging at larger scales and in different ways to participants from Millthorpe 

Academy. 

Most also demonstrated through their maps and in interviews their far-reaching, 

influential and well-place networks. This imbued some of the students with an 

assuredness of their entitlement and access to trajectories that could be ‘achieved 

anywhere on the globe’ (Forbes and Lingard, 2013, p. 51). The normalisation and 

expectation for them to be geographically mobile in their decision-making was 

encouraged, as we have seen, in school and at home. They were in a sense 

considering their trajectories in environments where international mobility and travel 

had become taken as granted (Beech, 2015). However, importantly, their mobility was 

directed towards particular channels into and through the global HE field, to dominant 

positions. Rather than having the free choice, as many pointed out they had, 

participants’ choices were circumscribed within a sort of geometry of elite institutions.   

Indeed, participants’ narratives about belonging everywhere and anywhere revealed 

more about their mobile sensibilities, their predispositions towards mobile trajectories 

and their identities as cosmopolitan, mobile young people from GMC families. These 

narratives did not actually reveal a huge deal about where participants saw their 

trajectories leading. When this line of inquiry was pursued in interviews, participants 

revealed an orientation towards an elite set of institutions. They were not uninhibited by 

geography – rather, the geography of their choices was shaped by the spatial structure 

of the social field in which they were operating. For example, they were operating 
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within a social field where they had a great deal of power because of their social, 

economic and cultural experiences and, arguably, advantages. They were also 

advantaged by ‘lines’ of power (Massey, 2007) – in the form of the well-trodden paths 

alumni had taken, ‘help’ from well-placed social connections, advice and opportunities 

provided in school – that stretched out from schools and families towards exclusive 

regions of the global HE field where the highest achievable positions were located. In a 

sense, then, they had access to a range of HE opportunities that were geographically 

expansive, and which occupied elite positions within the global HE field. 

The following chapter examines participants’ narratives in greater depth, drawing 

further on the literature base, and making closer comparisons between participants in 

the study. I present the thesis’ claims about some of the key concepts discussed, such 

as home and belonging. I also lay out the thesis’ key arguments about the students’ 

perspectives and experiences, returning to and addressing my initial research 

questions, engaging somewhat with relevant policy literature and discussion, and 

formulating some overarching conclusions about the roles social class, place, space 

and mobility play in mediating British young people’s imagined futures. 
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6. Discussion 

 

6.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, I consolidate findings from the previous two chapters and make sense 

of the key differences between the two groups and between individual participants. I do 

so by revisiting some of the key contextual starting points and arguments I made at the 

beginning of the thesis. Among these key issues I comment on is the expansion of HE 

in recent decades. For instance, I argue that the massification, globalisation and 

internationalisation of HE has privileged those attending Apollo International School 

while disadvantaging those from lower social class backgrounds, like the students in 

the Rotherham sample. This is in part a result of the changing agendas of UK 

universities – in response to the marketisation and stratification of UK and global HE 

fields (Marginson, 2014; Naidoo and Williams, 2015) – some of whom actively seek to 

recruit young people from elite international schools and other independent schools 

over young people like those at Millthorpe Academy (Naidoo, 2018).  

I also argue that individuals from the two schools were inequitably positioned – socially 

and spatially – in relation to the socio-spatial geometries that structure the social fields 

of HE. Participants were navigating their way through the fields of HE from different, 

unequal starting points, in terms of: where they were located geographically and the 

dominance of their place in a global geography; the schools they attended; the capitals 

they brought into the field with them; their experiences of mobility (and mobility capital); 

and their relative positioning in social space. To illustrate this argument, I use the idea 

of uneven power-geometries (Massey, 2007), which describes the lines of power 

flowing through or around places. For example, the uneven power-geometries here 

speak to the two groups’ contrasting sense of being on the periphery and being at the 

‘centre’, socially and spatially; it describes the scales of the geographic structures 

within which the two groups are operating – national and global – and their 

positionalities within these structures; it also describes their differing positionalities in 

social space.  

Furthermore, I revisit claims made in the literature about student mobilities and 

formulate the principal arguments of the thesis, which are as follows. First, place was a 

powerful mediator of the imagined futures of the students at both schools, albeit in very 



167 
 

different ways and at different scales. Second, the ways participants from each school 

carved up geographic space reflected their views about the social world, in terms of 

where they belonged socially and culturally, as well as their perceptions of socio-spatial 

geometries that structure HE fields. Third, the experienced and ongoing mobilities of 

the students were important. The students at Apollo International School were able to 

use their experiences of mobility – and their accumulation of capital – to achieve social 

advantages. However, it is not enough to be mobile; one must have the capital and 

resources, as well as an understanding gained from experience of how to mobilise 

them to their advantage. Fourth, our understanding of how social differences between 

participants – in terms of their relational class positions, for example – shape students’ 

orientations towards the future can be greatly enhanced by a focus on wider spatial 

processes that shape their decision-making. 

 

6.2. Chapter outline 

I begin by focusing on place, discussing how and why participants conceived of home 

the way they did, as well as what those conceptualisations of home and place look like 

and mean in the broader context of the thesis. I make several distinctions, including 

that while the students at Millthorpe Academy ‘attached’ themselves to their locality 

(rather than the people there per se), the students at Apollo International linked 

themselves with people and often not to their immediate locality of Singapore; as Jude 

explained, it was people he felt a connection to, not place. I also examine the 

differences between individuals’ perceptions of having a long-term and static ‘home’ in 

northern England, as opposed to a flexible sense of home or home as a ‘liminal space’ 

(Thomassen, 2015) in the case of some of the students at Apollo International School. I 

also address the research question, arguing that place is an important mediator of 

participants’ imagined futures at both schools but in different ways.  

The second section focuses on ‘space’ and the findings and discussions that 

developed around participants’ carving up of their maps and spatial imaginaries. I 

argue that, for many of the students, the ways they ‘carved up’ space echoed social 

structures, such as the sense of a north-south class divide in the UK, or the idea of the 

dominant global north. I examine what participants revealed in terms of their 

positionalities within social space(s) (Bourdieu, 1985; Pries, 2001; Nowicka, 2015) and 

how their thoughts about geographic space and where they would like to be in the 

future reflected and reinforced this. Among the key arguments I formulate in section 
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two is the idea that the students at Apollo International School were not – contrary to 

what some of them said and what the literature says about so-called ‘third culture kids’ 

and the GMC – free to move simply anywhere. Although they possessed what we 

might consider to be ‘cosmopolitan capital’ (Friedman, 2018) and expressed their 

capacity to move freely between social and cultural environments, they were in fact, 

like the students at Millthorpe Academy, gravitating towards particular places and 

spaces. However, crucially, they were doing so in accordance with the spatial structure 

of the social field of global HE. This had to do with the ‘rules’ of the global HE ‘game’ – 

including the stratification of it along geographic lines – as well as the knowledge 

students at Apollo International had about how to play it. 

Section three focuses on ‘mobility.’ I focus in this section not only on the actual 

mobilities that the students undertook but on how they narrated their mobilities, 

unpacking further the sense of mobility (in the case of the students at Apollo 

International School) as being part of a process of ‘becoming’ a particular person and 

realising a particular kind of future for themselves. I also show that, through their 

mobilities and the geographic expansiveness of their social networks, the Apollo 

International School participants had the social capital, capacity and precedents set in 

school and in their social networks to follow socially and spatially mobile trajectories – 

in sum, they had access to and were connected to social, cultural and economic 

circuits of power that stretched out from their place that students at Millthorpe Academy 

did not. Last, and addressing the research questions, I focus on this sense, shared by 

most participants and prevalent in policy and popular discourses, that mobility for 

university study is the ‘legitimate’, obvious, default way of doing university and what 

this means for the participants in my study.  

I conclude the chapter by arguing that, although the students’ orientations towards the 

future were structured by social forces and have traditionally been thought of in social 

class terms, there are distinctly spatial structures and forces shaping their orientations 

towards the future. I stress that, through participants’ dis/connectedness to people and 

institutions, through their mobilities, locations and treatment of place, and because of 

their capitals and resources, they perceived and encountered social and spatial 

distances between them and the kinds of future options available to them. I also return 

to and reiterate the notion central to this thesis about uneven mobilities, summarising 

that the British young people in the study were being processed, oriented and 

positioned in relation to HE in ways that reinforced inequalities in the field that are 
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structured socially and spatially. I also argue that the two groups occupied uneven or 

inequitable starting points within the socio-spatial structure of HE. 

 

6.3. How did place mediate participants’ imagined futures? 

Place, as I explored in the literature review chapter and throughout the last two 

chapters, is an important element of focus in the context of British young people’s HE 

decision-making, the kinds of futures they imagine for themselves and their identities. 

From a sociological perspective, it is also important in other, perhaps less explicit ways, 

as we have seen. The specificities of a place – its natural resources, the landscape, the 

resources of the people who live there – relate to the capital that flows through that 

place (Massey, 2005). In this sense, social structures are spatially mediated 

(Wacquant, 2018) and places take on particular identities. That is to say that, within the 

UK, for example, there are (at least in popular imaginaries) ‘working-class towns’ and 

‘posh places’ that occupy uneven positions in relation to one another within spatial 

structures. Further, perceptions of places reflect the apparent geography of the social 

structure.  

As we have seen, this has all sorts of important implications for the people who live in 

these places and the expectations they feel are placed upon them. A shining example 

of this in the current study was from Iris who, although she would be considered to be 

from a more socioeconomically advantaged home than most others at Millthorpe 

Academy, was still under the impression that coming from Rotherham meant she would 

struggle to achieve anything of great value in the future. In contrast, there was a sense 

given by the students from Apollo International School that they were more ambivalent 

about place – about attaching themselves to place or rooting themselves in place. This 

was most explicitly the case for participants like Jude who lacked a strong connection 

to Singapore and communicated a sense of feeling ‘at home’ anywhere. However, 

even those with the most transitory sense of home and belonging oriented towards 

particular places based on what those places represented. Again, however, the scale 

of these attachments presented an unevenness between the groups: the students from 

Millthorpe Academy formed attachments to places within a small geographic area and 

to a town, while those from Apollo International School tended to have attachments to 

larger geographic areas, including to countries, rather than small towns or specific 

places.  
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Place, then, matters; it can shape how the individual feels about where they belong 

(not just geographically, but culturally) and echoes the social structures that shape HE 

trajectories. In the following sections on place, I draw on some of the differences in how 

the participants thought about place and home, exploring and questioning the 

importance of place (to different degrees and for different reasons) to the students in 

the study. I argue that the students from Millthorpe Academy had a strong attachment 

to the actual place where they had always lived, while the attachments of those at 

Apollo International School were often directed towards people and concerned with 

identity rather than place. I also explore how these relationships with place meant 

different things for the participants. I show that these more nuanced relationships with 

place and ‘home’ complicate the common dichotomy in the literature of ‘stayers’ and 

‘leavers.’ The discussion highlights that ‘staying’ can mean several things and that what 

counts as ‘staying local’ for university for one participant may not mean the same thing 

for another. Furthermore, while the students at Apollo International would perhaps be 

characterised as ‘leavers’ or ‘movers’, for some of them, they were returning to familiar 

sites and to be with people they know. I argue that the ‘stayer’ and ‘leaver’ dichotomy is 

a simplification of what is a much more complex process of transitioning to HE.  

To conclude the first part of this chapter, I revisit and address the research questions, 

arguing that place is an important mediator of the imagined futures of both groups. 

Though globally reflexive individuals (Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005), the 

students at Apollo International were not placeless; they had attachments to places, 

and places were referred to as reference points that framed their choices about the 

future, as well as discursively, to locate their identities within a global spatial order (as 

being British, for instance). Moreover, they were citizens of somewhere, just on a larger 

scale, more likely to evoke a sense of a national or cosmopolitan identity than a local 

identity. 

 

6.3.1. Everyone found ‘home’ somewhere 

In seeking to establish how participants from the two schools thought about concepts 

like ‘home’, I was attempting to understand the importance of place and ‘home’ as 

reference points (Tuan, 1975) framing their imagined futures. That is to say, I wanted to 

understand whether participants’ relationships with place, as well as their sense of 

having a ‘home’ or ‘homes’ somewhere, would shape how far they were willing to travel 

for HE study. I also wanted to understand any ‘place elasticities’ (Barcus and Brunn, 
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2010) – attachments that pulled them back home, that grounded them or that framed 

their mobilities – that the mobile participants from Apollo International School might 

have had with their ‘homeland’ in the UK. This line of inquiry was also partly in 

response to the construction of transnationally mobile young people – children of the 

TNCC or the emerging ‘GMC’ – in the literature as cosmopolitan (Ball, 2010) citizens of 

‘nowhere’ (Goodhart, 2017). 

Home is considered an important nexus in the human geographic literature. A sense of 

‘home’ affords the individual a sense of attachment and rootedness at different ‘scales’ 

(Tuan, 1975). Home is also commonly treated as a well-defined site in the sociology of 

education literature, which frames and reinforces the ‘stayers’ vs. ‘leavers’ dichotomy 

(Finn, 2017). Furthermore, within this literature, staying ‘home’ for HE is associated 

more so with working- than with middle-class youth (Christie, 2007) and derogated as a 

‘lesser’ trajectory by actors in the field (Finn and Holton, 2019; Henderson, 2020). 

Nevertheless, bringing ‘home’ into discussions, whether initiated by me or by 

participants themselves, proved a provocative talking point.  

On one hand, for the students at Millthorpe Academy, there was an invariable sense 

that home was singular, settled, stable, long-term and secure – something that, at 

present, they did not imagine would change in the future. It was somewhere that, even 

though many desired to leave, they felt a strong pull to stay relatively close to this 

important site. It was a kind of fixed spatial reference point (Tuan, 1975) or ‘anchor’ 

(Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005) that framed and mediated their mobilities and 

how far from home they were willing to move. At Apollo International School, however, 

home was typically plural. Many students identified with and found home in multiple 

places. Their migration over time meant they felt freer to ‘elect’ where home was. In a 

sense, they too ‘anchored’ themselves to place but for different reasons and in different 

ways, at different scales and to multiple places. Whereas the students at Millthorpe 

Academy attached themselves to a relatively small geographic site, to the landscape, a 

place with well-defined boundaries, students from Apollo International School tended to 

anchor themselves to ‘the UK’ – the national scale, rather than the local.  

 

6.3.2. Elective belonging and identity formation 

This difference in the scale of participants’ attachments to place was important. It 

revealed something about the nature of ‘elective belonging’ (Savage, Bagnall and 
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Longhurst, 2005) as well as how a sense of ‘home’ can be used – instrumentalised – to 

distinguish oneself in transnational social space as a global mover. The instances of 

elective belonging in the current study resonated with Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst‘s 

(2005), and Savage’s (2005) definition of the phenomenon. Savage (2005, p. 31) talks 

about the two types of belonging to a place communicated by participants in Savage, 

Bagnall and Longhurst’s (2005) study: ‘nostalgia’ and ‘elective belonging.’ As Savage 

(2005, p. 31) articulates:  

In the former, one’s place of residence appears to have lost its magic. In the 

latter, by contrast, one’s residential area embodies magical qualities and is 

articulated into an enchanted landscape. 

For participants at Millthorpe Academy, this sense of belonging to their place was 

nostalgic in the sense that Savage (2005) uses the term; it was also rooted in and 

legitimised by long-term attachment and situation there. It was sort of taken for granted 

that this was where the participants ‘belonged.’ There is also a temporal element to 

these uneven or disparate forms of belonging to place; as we saw in Chapter Four in 

particular, and as suggested by Savage’s use of the term ‘nostalgic’, there is a sense 

that places like Rotherham are farther behind in time – ‘stuck’ as Lucy argued – in 

relation to other places.  

Furthermore, this sense of belonging was taken as granted and inherent. Despite all 

the negative comments about Rotherham and its surrounding areas, for instance, there 

was a deep rootedness, an intense loyalty, defensiveness and fondness for the local 

area where the students at Millthorpe Academy lived. Harry, who at first was a little 

ashamed of the area, didn’t want to move too far away and spoke positively about the 

rural landscape on his doorstep. There was an attachment, a gravitational pull to the 

land that seemed contradictory with the at first negative sentiments of most of the 

students. In some ways, the ambiguities and contradictions present in these narratives 

about both desiring to leave and stay evoked Jeffery’s (2018) notion, in direct criticism 

of Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst’s (2005) ‘elective belonging’, of prescribed 

belonging. ‘Prescribed’ belonging describes the working-class participants in his study 

who harbour strong and seemingly legitimate desires to leave their local area yet 

cannot imagine this being a reality; their spatial belonging is ‘prescribed’ by their social 

class and they lack the resources necessary for leaving. This sounds like a potentially 

reasoned argument; however, in the case of Millthorpe Academy, the students were 

from a range of social backgrounds, yet all had similar perspectives on staying close. 



173 
 

What made Iris, for example – who was much more likely thank Sophie to have the 

economic resources to leave – not want to go ‘too far’ from home?  

I argue that Jeffery’s concept of ‘prescribed belonging’ could be applied to the ‘old 

mining town’ that the participants at Millthorpe Academy talked about, rather than to a 

‘working-class.’ There was something about coming from and belonging to that place 

that led participants like Iris and Lucy, who were from socioeconomically more 

advantaged backgrounds, as well as Megan, who was from a poorer family, to identify 

something about coming from a ‘pit village’ that meant everyone was ‘the same.’ Even 

though some spoke of the cultural differences they perceived between an apparently 

old-fashioned older generation and their own generation, they still had the impression 

that everyone ‘looked’ the same. It was this perceived homogeneity of the place, a 

social cohesion, that perhaps was difficult to imagine oneself outside of. This also 

perhaps says something about the power of their place and its impact on individuals’ 

identities; there is a cultural identity that these students saw themselves as having that 

meant they belonged where they were or in places that were similar to their 

homeplace. Furthermore, the students at Millthorpe Academy had less social capital 

outside of their place than those at Apollo International.  

At Apollo International School, in contrast, the more confused sense of home and 

belonging many participants communicated meant ‘home’ was something they were 

better able to elect. Their apparent sense of cosmopolitanism meant they had a wide 

range of possible options going forwards and their previous mobilities meant they could 

choose from multiple previous ‘homes’ in some cases. Sashi, as we saw, had elected 

different types of home: where she lives (Singapore); where she may ‘want to make 

home in the future’ (the UK); and where her extended family lives (India). In a sense, if 

‘home’ provides spatial ‘reference points’ around which one’s sense of belonging and 

mobilities are framed, then Sashi’s are stretched across continents, from ‘East’ to 

‘West.’ In a sense, then, the imagery of uneven mobilities works here too, in that the 

geographic scale of participants’ imagined and expected future mobilities are wildly 

different across the two schools.  

However, contrary to Goodhart’s (2017) suggestion that these participants likely have a 

sense of belonging that can be applied to ‘anywhere’, within these geometries of 

homes that participants like Sashi, Ella and Zahara created, they also oriented to 

particular ‘homes’ over others; they elected to belong somewhere, and categorised 

place. Ella, for instance, who did not ‘feel’ as though she was ‘part of, like from the UK’ 
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because it was not a place where she could ‘find home instantly’ in fact told people that 

she was British and that she was from the UK, despite never having lived there.  

The instances of elective belonging at Apollo International School were not always 

about making a claim to a place or taking ownership, however, as seemed to be the 

case with the newcomers in Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst’s (2005) study. Rather, it 

was often about signifying to others their identity and where they fit within a global 

spatial (and by extension, a social) order. For those like Jude, who claimed not to have 

strong affiliations with anywhere, Ella, who had never lived in the UK, and Sashi, who 

had lived all of her life in Singapore, their claim to ‘Britishness’ was a kind of elected 

belonging or identity. As Antonsich (2009, p. 284) describes, these participants use in a 

way their citizenship as a kind of ‘discursive resource which people activate in the 

process of social communication (Thompson, 2001)’, an attempt to locate the self 

within a socio-spatial structure: as being ‘British’ and recognising the assumed privilege 

associated with that national label. From Massey’s perspective, this elective belonging 

also positions these participants in relation to others and within power-geometries that 

centralise cities like London (Massey, 2007) and by extension, the UK.  

 

6.3.3. Attachments to places and people  

While there was a tendency for participants at Millthorpe Academy to draw on the 

specificities of place when discussing their attachments to place, some participants at 

Apollo International were more likely to talk of their attachments to other people. For 

example, at Millthorpe Academy, whether or not the students were depicting their town 

in a negative light, they homed in on its particularities. Alexa explained that people in 

the local area ‘talk common’, while Serena pointed to the ‘boarded up shops’ on the 

high street. Others evoked specific local sites where they socialised after school or 

spent their time. They talked about place as though they were ‘inside of’ it and ‘used’ it 

(Cresswell, 2015).  

It was through studying their perceptions of other places, too, that these specificities – 

or ‘pauses’ that make space meaningful (Tuan, 1977) – revealed themselves. Several 

participants talked about ‘buildings’ or ‘old buildings’ (Serena). Lucy talked of the shops 

in London that were ‘so colourful.’ Nicky evoked the image of the ‘shandy-drinking 

southerner.’ And several referred to ‘posh’ places. Tuan (1977) argued that these 

‘pauses’ in space vary in size and form, depending on what is valued by the individual 
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and on their experiences. The ‘pauses’ that the above students from Millthorpe drew on 

tended to relate to cultural markers that distanced other places from their own. It was 

these spatial nuances that generated the scale at which they thought about their 

mobilities – that travelling not very far away represented a cultural shift, a ‘pause’ that 

reflected a kind of friction they might face. 

At Apollo International, however, participants like Jude were explicit in their rejection of 

a physical connection to place itself. He revealed he did not have: 

Too much of a physical connection to places. It’s more, it’s people that I feel 

comfortable around and make somewhere my home. So, in a way, I could count 

this as my home because I feel comfortable around all my friends and family 

but, again, I wouldn’t really stop off here [in the future]… because my friends 

will be leaving the same time as I will… it’s not really gonna be much of a 

connection for me anymore. 

Other students at Apollo International were similar to Jude when it came to talking 

about places themselves as meaningful sites. Indeed, although many referred to the 

UK or England as being meaningful to them, they were only so due to relatives who 

lived there or because they had lived there in the past and still had friends there. They 

did not focus on the specificities of places – the pauses that represent a change in 

space. Indeed, while the participants in Rotherham talked of their connections to the 

place itself, those at Apollo International were more likely to talk about their 

attachments to or connections to people.  

We saw this most explicitly in Chapter Five from several participants. Jude talked of the 

‘help’ he expected to receive in the future from current school friends; Emelia was in no 

doubt she would end up at the same university as someone from her school and 

mentioned her dad’s ‘connections’ in Hong Kong; and Alistair talked of belonging to 

and wishing to remain part of the ‘international community’, whoever that consists of – 

it is not a specific group of people, but people who have also led mobile lives and who 

he expects to share his outlook. Jude’s reference to the ‘people’ around which he feels 

‘comfortable’ is a particular case in point. He gives the impression of being in a kind of 

liminal space (Thomassen, 2015) physically (in terms of the time he will spend there) 

and figuratively (in that his time in this place will propel him towards his next 

destination) and that it is his connections that will drive and shape his mobility going 

forwards. This qualifies arguments made in the literature about the GMC and their 

connections and mobilities (Koh, 2016; Yemini and Maxwell, 2018). In this sense, there 
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is a stark contrast between students at the two schools in the current study in terms of 

how important residing in a particular type of place is to them. 

This desire to connect with people is also a type of bridging social capital that 

reinforces the uneven positionalities of the students from the two schools in relation to 

HE fields. Bridging capital links actors via ‘weak ties’ (Granovetter, 1973) – social 

contacts – to ‘external assets’ (Putnam, 2002, p. 22). The ties the students above have 

are indeed weak in the sense that they do not even exist yet in some cases – they are 

ties to people that they imagine forging in the future. We can also see how this ‘help’, 

as Jude describes it, functions to sustain the gap between members of the globally 

mobile elite and, say, those from Millthorpe Academy. It distances the two groups 

within social space and in terms of their opportunities for being mobile, ensuring that 

the two never quite meet, that they do not need to compete with each other.  

 

6.3.4. ‘Stayers’ and ‘leavers’ 

By focusing closely on participants’ sense of ‘home’ and place, I revealed that their 

mobilities for HE and for the future generally represent more nuanced youth transitions 

than the popular ‘staying’ or ‘leaving’ dichotomy would suggest. ‘Staying local’ for HE 

has become a more popular choice in recent years, particularly among working-class 

youth (Donnelly and Evans, 2016); however, as the data in the current study shows, 

‘staying’ or ‘leaving’ for university is a simplifying dichotomy that neglects the 

‘multifaceted’ nature (Finn, 2017) – the spatial as well as the social – of HE decision 

making and youth transitions (Henderson, 2020). 

First, ‘staying’ and ‘leaving’ could have multiple definitions for some of the participants 

in the current study, which was highlighted by the different scales at which individuals 

thought about place, home, belonging and mobility.  What counts as ‘staying local’ for 

Nicky, who ultimately attended Newcastle University, would be much too far for Sophie, 

for instance, who had a different perspective on what was ‘far.’ At Apollo International, 

on the other hand, many of the students would be considered ‘leavers’ or ‘movers.’ 

Those terms evoke a sense of moving somewhere new and leaving home. However, 

some participants at Apollo International were moving ‘back’ to countries where they 

had lived before and would even, in some cases, be living near family or family friends; 

they certainly were not the citizens of ‘anywhere’ that Goodhart (2017) talks about. I 

argue that this dichotomy grossly oversimplifies a much more complex process of 
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transitioning to HE and planning for the future. It also frames mobility for university as a 

class binary, as in the case of some previous literature (for example, Christie, 2007). 

Yet, as we have seen, imagining a mobile future is not contingent on class. It depends 

on the place where individuals live and their relationship with that and other places.  

 

6.3.5. Place was a powerful mediator of the imagined futures of the 

students at both schools 

To conclude the first section of this chapter, I argue that place is an important mediator 

of the imagined futures of both groups of participants. I also engage with the ‘third 

culture kids’ literature, arguing that such a term has perhaps lost its relevance today. 

Though globally reflexive individuals (Savage, Bagnall and Longhurst, 2005), the 

students at Apollo International are not placeless; they do have attachments to places 

and places are referred to as reference points that frame their choices about the future. 

Moreover, they were citizens of somewhere, just on a typically larger scale, more likely 

in some cases to evoke a sense of national identity than local identity. We can see a 

stark disparity between the two groups in terms of their treatment of place and the 

importance of place at different scales that has profound effects on their imagined 

futures. At Millthorpe Academy, the ways places were categorised – Harrogate was 

considered ‘posh’ for Serena, while Rotherham was thought of as ‘grey’ by Lucy – and 

the places that participants felt they belonged limited where they felt they would orient 

towards in the future. For some, the risk of accruing debt or simply the perceived 

expense of moving to somewhere like London acted as a deterrent to moving to certain 

places, qualifying Bailey’s (2018) argument that despite my participants’ recognition of 

the value of HE, their planning for the future was still partly, for some, shaped by their 

perceptions of the ‘costs and benefits’ of doing so.  

The participants at Millthorpe showed also, through their relationships with place, the 

powerful affective nature of place in relation to their identities and where they 

positioned themselves socially in relation to others – particularly those in other places. 

First, there was even the sense from some students, including those who we might 

consider to be from more middle-class backgrounds (Savage, 2015), that their place 

held them back. Kiri reflected this stance when she suggested that there are ‘geniuses 

in London’, as a way of othering London from the locality where she lived. In this 

sense, the participants exhibited what Reay (2017) and Skeggs (2012) have theorised 
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as a class ‘feeling’, a sense of one’s own social position in relation to others (Bourdieu, 

1986) that is only loosely related to parental occupation (if at all) that is more cultural 

and relational than related to economic status or occupation. This sense of a ‘class 

feeling’ was also tied up with the identity of the town and its effects on individuals’ 

identities and sense of what is possible in the future. This resonates with Allen and 

Hollingworth’s (2013, p. 513) arguments that the identity of and resources available in a 

locality relate powerfully with how local individuals consider their ‘sense of place in the 

world’, socially and spatially.  

This focus on place also revealed something about the participants from Apollo 

International School and their sense of place. When describing Singapore, participants 

at Apollo International referred to its cultural diversity, made up of ‘lots of little cultures’, 

as Zahara explained. Emelia likened the city to ‘Disneyland’, alluding to the constant 

buzz of activity in the city, as well as the sense of it being a cultural hub for tourists and 

visitors. In this way, the students were not drawing on the kinds of specificities of place 

that the students at Millthorpe were pointing out; rather, they celebrated perhaps 

Singapore’s lack of specificity, its openness and its diversity of identities. In this way, 

they separated even further their own identities – as globally mobile citizens – from 

place itself.  

That said, place was still an important mediator for the participants from Apollo 

International School. They too anchored themselves to place but at a much larger scale 

– to the UK or to a ‘western’ identity as Jude did. This anchoring to the UK or other 

countries, however, was not necessarily an emotional connection to place. Rather, 

electing ‘Britishness’ was, for some, mediated by the structure of the global HE field, for 

instance; The UK, for some, was somewhere where HE credentials were most valued 

in their minds. It was not through some longing to ‘find home’, but a way to differentiate 

themselves from others in transnational social space and within the global HE field. 

Emelia, for instance, anchored herself to ‘cities’, claiming, ‘I’m a city girl.’ Yet, the likes 

of Bristol and other UK cities were not considered; she wanted to be placed in a 

particular kind of city, like London or Toronto – or in the ‘Disneyland’ city of Singapore – 

which represented global connectivity. This was an identity she wanted to sustain or 

acquire, not an attempt to establish a home somewhere.  

So, all students in the study were anchoring themselves to places and home, but for 

different reasons. At Millthorpe, this anchoring was to a specific place where they had 

kinship and social ties, to a place where their social and cultural identities were 
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legitimised and where they felt comfortable. It impacted on their imagined future 

mobilities and we saw how they sought to make more lateral moves to places that were 

similar to what they have been used to. At Apollo International School, however, this 

anchoring and electing of homes was typically to do with the structure of the global HE 

field. It was more of a choice, not an emotional or nostalgic connection in the way it 

was for most students at Millthorpe Academy. Nevertheless, they were engaged in 

forms of spatial orientation, as opposed to being able to choose just ‘anywhere.’ This 

contradicts what is said about globally mobile youth in the literature, and particularly the 

literature on so-called ‘third culture kids.’ 

 

6.3.6. Third culture kids? 

Indeed, the ways participants at Apollo International School seemed detached from 

place, found a sense of belonging in international environments, felt they ‘understood’ 

different ‘cultures’ and their embeddedness in transnational communities all resonates 

with how ‘third culture kids’ are theorised in the literature. The term ‘third culture kid’ 

was used by a couple of participants to describe their feelings of disconnection from 

any one particular cultural system or place. For example, Emily explained, ‘so, I was 

born in Singapore and I was brought up in Singapore, and I’m a third culture kid… I 

was always, like, the white kid, not even white kid – half.’ When asked to explain her 

usage of the term ‘third culture kid’ and where she had learnt it, Emily suggested: 

Many of the kids here [at this school] are third culture kids and we have 

discussions about where we’re from, and a lot of people, they tend to connect 

on some level, but people that are ‘half’, they’re like, ‘yeah, [we’re] third culture 

kids’, it’s not that complex, it just sort of happens, just vocab. 

Here, Emily suggests that the label ‘third culture kid’ was used performatively by pupils 

who do not easily slot into an identity category, particularly those of mixed ethnicity. 

Jude also described himself as a third culture kid. He did so because his frequent 

travels and migration had imbued him with a feeling of not being grounded in one 

particular place or culture. He explained: 

You separate the world into east and west, right?... I wouldn’t say I’m, like, a 

typical westerner. I’d say, like, third culture kid… I’ve been to so many places, I 
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don’t really count somewhere as sort of who I am… nothing [or nowhere] is 

substantially me. 

Echoing Emily, Jude claimed the identity ‘third culture kid’ because an identity that 

signalled his belonging to one particular place seemed inadequate. The ‘third culture 

kid’ label provided a way for him to categorise himself as being from somewhere. It 

positioned him within a ‘third’ space between different cultures, a space characterised 

by ‘a set of practices that facilitate interaction within a social space shared by those 

who come from different cultural backgrounds’ (Tanu, 2016, p. 15). 

Moreover, the identities conveyed by participants at Apollo International School 

seemed to fit with how the literature characterises so-called third culture kids. Jess, for 

example, explained that, ‘home is mostly about people to me, it can't be a place 

because people in my life move around quite a lot.’ There was a sense from her and 

others that their identities were not so much defined by place, but by their social 

connections (Sennett, 1998). Many felt disconnected from Singapore, conveying their 

‘multiple sense of belonging in different places’ (Fail et al, 2004). Their sense of 

familiarity was found in school, where multiple nationalities and cultural forms came 

together, and where everyone had experienced a similar lack of rootedness during 

childhood (Lijadi and van Schalkwyk, 2016). Zahara expected her sense of detachment 

from any one place or cultural system to continue into adulthood and felt it necessary to 

move to another international environment when she got to university. She admitted, 

‘when I was looking at [the University of] Leeds, I was trying to find international 

housing, because I think that would make me feel a bit more comfortable.’ And, as 

explored earlier, many discussed the temporary nature of their surroundings and points 

of reference (Triebel, 2015). 

However, the term ‘third culture kid’ tends to overlook the highly nuanced experiences, 

mobilities and place attachments – whatever the motivations behind those attachments 

are – of the participants at Apollo International School (Benjamin and Dervin, 2015). 

Arguably, the term seems to have outgrown its originally intended usage, which initially 

applied to young people growing up in a cultural environment different to that of their 

parents (Useem, Useem and Donoghue, 1963). Many participants in the current study 

who would perhaps be classified in the literature as third culture kids did not exhibit the 

kind of identity struggles Cockburn (2002) outlines. Rather, although many struggled to 

communicate a sense of ‘home’, they often had a clear sense of who they were, and 

their trajectories were not aimless, but framed within a particular geometry of places 
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where elite positions in the global HE field were concentrated – almost all participants 

oriented towards HE destinations that were in English-speaking countries in the global 

north and which occupied elite positions within the global HE field. Despite participants’ 

frequent arguments that they belonged and felt at home ‘everywhere’, they were often 

far from ‘place-less’ – rather, they referred to multiple homes that meant different things 

to them; some had a more functional concept of home. They also did in fact have 

attachments to places, typically to countries rather than narrower geographic sites, just 

not strong singular attachments.  

‘Third culture kid’, then, is a potentially homogenising term that overlooks the diversity 

of participants I interviewed at Apollo International school. While Phoebe had lived in 

the UK until the age of 11, others like Emily were born in Singapore. However, they 

each felt a strong sense of ‘being British.’ Perhaps the time-space compression of 

travel and digital communication has enabled transnational children in the modern day 

to feel a much greater sense of connection to far-off places than previously. What did 

unite participants at this school was their common sense of ‘being’ an ‘international 

student’ (Zahara), of ‘living, like, an international school life’ (Alex). Generally, this 

sense of ‘being international’, of being globally connected and reflexive, was a sort of 

additional layer of identity on top of, say, identifying as ‘British.’  

Nevertheless, rather than being ‘placeless’ or orienting just anywhere, the students at 

Apollo International were in fact orienting towards particular places, where they already 

had links to in the form of social capital – through kinship and social ties, or where 

previous alumni had gone. This is an interesting comparative point between the two 

samples, given that they both relay these anchorings and connections to places. 

However, the major difference is in the way they conceive of home. For the students at 

Millthorpe, home was a kind of inherent social and cultural space where they had 

always lived – they were in a sense born with that sense of home and had not known 

anything but that (in most cases). It perhaps stands to reason why their sense of home 

was much stronger. For the students at Apollo International, however, their frequent 

migrations and the geographic expansiveness of their social and kinship networks 

imbued them with a sense of home that was less fixed. 
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6.4. The importance of the spatial 

As outlined in Chapter Two, the focus on space in this thesis stemmed from the 

arguments in the literature, firstly, that social structures are spatial in nature (Massey, 

2005; Urry, 2007; Savage, et al, 2005; Wacquant, 2007). That is to say that social and 

spatial structures reflect one another in various ways. This could relate to the 

distribution of resources and capital across space (Massey, 1994; Charlesworth, 2000), 

or the historic and affective social conditions of a place (Kirk, Jeffreys and Wall, 2012). 

In the context of students’ mobilities and imagined futures, space has been a crucial 

factor considered in the literature, in terms of young people’s perceptions of places as 

having particular social and cultural identities (Clayton, Crozier and Reay, 2009), as 

well as how HE is seen to be spatially structured globally, in terms of where ‘good’ 

universities are located (Reay, 2017). 

As I have explored in the current study, this spatial element is important. Uncovering 

individuals’ spatial imaginaries revealed highly subjective ideas about how space is 

carved up and categorised into different spaces; for example, the ‘north’ and ‘south’ of 

the UK, and how this corresponds with the perceived UK class structure. Also evident 

was the ‘friction’ (Reay, Harry and Ball, 2005) or ‘ease’ with which participants 

anticipated moving to new places, depending on how places were perceived of 

relationally. It was indeed this relational sense of place and space that revealed a great 

deal about the power behind these spatial imaginaries to make moving to some places 

seem far more possible than others. 

In this second section of the chapter, I examine participants’ spatial imaginaries further, 

focusing on what their sense of their place in the world (social and spatially), as 

‘central’ or ‘peripheral’ meant for their future imaginaries. I discuss the spatial nature of 

the HE field and how this positions the participants unevenly in relation to it. I also 

relate how the participants at the two schools discuss space to their relational social 

positions, arguing that, ironically, the ‘spaces’ in which the students at Apollo 

International School move and the way they spatialise the world mean they are better 

positioned to attend the UK’s high-status institutions than are the participants at 

Millthorpe Academy.  
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6.4.1. On the periphery or at the centre of things 

Where participants were located, and the specificities of their localities were important 

factors driving how they thought about their futures. In Chapter Four, the students at 

Millthorpe painted the picture of Rotherham and its surrounding areas as a deprived 

place, devoid of ‘excitement’, as Serena put it, just ‘dead all the time’ in Megan’s 

opinion, and ‘on its last legs’, according to Iris. It was ‘lacking’, not only in a material 

sense; it also lacked sources of social and cultural capital on which participants could 

draw. It was as though the soul of the place and the community that once centred 

around heavy industry had diminished; with industrial decline came the loss of 

meaningful social spaces and a sense that there was little of value to be found in the 

locality. This industrial decline and the deprivation that had persisted gave participants 

a sense that their place was peripheral, stuck, stigmatised, left behind and 

disconnected.  

This was, crucially, a relational deprivation and marginalisation. The locality was 

‘behind’ other places, marginal to places like London that were considered to be more 

central and ‘colourful’ as Lucy put it. A spatial geometry of dominant places formed 

among the sample – including London, ‘the south’, ‘posh’ places like Harrogate 

(Serena) – that were connected socially and culturally, which did not include places like 

Rotherham. Indeed, the students at Millthorpe Academy did not seem to have access 

to those lines of power that connected to these kinds of places and that would situate 

them more proximally to a wider range of positions within the HE field. There was a 

perceived lack of well-trodden paths that previous school alumni or young people from 

the local area had carved outward from the place. Participants also appeared to have 

little relevant social capital beyond their locality on which they could draw; where this 

social capital did exist, in the case of Iris, for instance, she was oblivious to how this 

could be used to her advantage.  

At Apollo International School, on the other hand, the students felt they were 

positioned, spatially, at the ‘centre’ of things – of global economic productivity, for 

instance, that they were well connected to other, often far-off places, on account of 

Singapore’s apparent position in relation to the world’s geography. Unlike Rotherham, 

Singapore was embedded within power-geometries – of global cities, for instance, and 

as a spatial nexus for the globally mobile elite. They had a world around them that they 

ventured into – on school trips, on family holidays, to visit family in other countries. It 

was there for them to explore. Emelia neatly captured the sense of prestige and 
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vibrance with which many of the students at Apollo International School characterised 

the city of Singapore, that it was like ‘living in Disneyland.’ This was in stark contrast 

with how the students at Millthorpe Academy talked about the place where they lived. 

Indeed, Rotherham and Singapore represented uneven or disparate spaces in that 

they were worlds apart – geographically, socially, culturally, economically, and in terms 

of their symbolic importance internationally. One was a deprived, unproductive, 

unexciting place; the other, a world city, a global hub that attracted high-ranking 

professionals, a cultural and ethnic melting pot, and a space from which the 

participants were propelled towards elite HE opportunities and mobile futures. Further, 

it was Singapore’s position at the centre of things – socially, culturally, economically, 

spatially – that meant the students at Apollo International School had those connecting 

lines that led out from Singapore to elite universities and to regions of the global north, 

as illuminated in Felix’s map (Figure 8, p. 152). These lines took the form of well-

trodden paths carved out by previous school alumni to elite HEIs. They also took the 

form of literal routes to other places that students regularly took to visit family and 

friends, including those who were also members of the globally mobile elite. These 

contacts in other countries represented meaningful social capital that could be 

mobilised by participants to make pathways to these places seem more achievable. 

Further, it was this routinized mobility, particularly between their ‘homes’, that the 

students at Apollo International School familiarised themselves with place and space 

on a larger scale, and through which they became embedded in and part of these 

spatial power-geometries. 

On the whole, then, participants’ sense of where they were located within a kind of 

spatial order mediated how they positioned themselves socially. It represented their 

sense of connectedness and proximity to (or distance from) elite spaces within national 

and global HE fields. It also pointed to how the students from both schools thought 

about the relationship between social hierarchies and a spatial structure. Being in 

Singapore was not just an arbitrary location where the students at Apollo International 

School had found themselves; it actually meant they were positioned more centrally, 

more proximally to sources of cultural and social capital which could function to bring 

them closer to elite HE opportunities. In Rotherham, by contrast, the location of the 

place and its identity meant the students, from various social class backgrounds, felt 

cut off from these sources of capital.  
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Furthermore, as HE markets have become more globalised – through the flows of 

international students around the world (Cairns, 2014) and the internationalisation of 

institutions (Knight, 2010) in their recruitment policies and ‘off-shoring’ (Waters and 

Brooks, 2011) – people in places like Rotherham have actually become more 

marginalised in some ways. We saw this in the recruitment practices of institutions 

visiting the school campus itself at Apollo International School. 300 universities from 

around the world – including many from the UK – visited the school or at least the 

locality, whereas, in Rotherham, the students referred to no such targeted 

engagements from institutions. As I will outline further in this chapter, this points to a 

changing agenda of HEIs.  

Furthermore, there was something important about scale here and the perception of 

distance. It was telling that, for many at Apollo International, moving to the UK and – as 

was often the case – leaving their family in Singapore or elsewhere was not a daunting 

prospect or a move that was ‘too far’, whereas, for someone like Sophie, the scale of 

such a move was unimaginable. The distances that geographic space created were 

perceived differently by different participants, depending on their experiences of 

geographic mobility and the ways they carved up space. 

 

6.4.2. The socio-spatial structure of the HE field 

Participants from both schools gravitated towards particular kinds of spaces, which 

depended on where they felt they belonged – geographically as well as socially. 

Serena demonstrated this when she explained the geometric ‘triangle’ within which her 

potential future options were located. She described this area – between Manchester, 

Leeds and Sheffield – as her ‘comfort zone…everything in between, it’s what I’m used 

to.’ Within this triangle, Serena went onto categorise places and carve out areas within 

which she felt she belonged and where she might like to live in the future. There was a 

sense here then that she was conscious of the potential risks that might be posed by 

moving to other places – the risks to leaving what felt familiar, as well as her social and 

kinship ties (Friedman, 2016b) which she mentioned elsewhere. At Apollo International 

School, on the other hand, there was a sense from some participants that they were 

‘hovering’ above the surface of space, outside of national geographic structures and in 

a kind of ‘transnational social space’ (Pries, 2001). However, again, they were orienting 

towards particular regions of geographic space. Emelia, in claiming to be a ‘city girl’, 

was gravitating towards particular spaces because of what they represented. Further, 
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the students from Apollo International gravitated towards elite institutions in the global 

north.  

This was arguably because of their recognition of the socio-spatial structure of the HE 

field. The social positions of the two sample groups (their positions in social space) 

meant they were positioned differently in relation to the HE field. In one respect, the 

students at Apollo International School are actually in a more privileged position 

spatially than those at Millthorpe in terms of the recruitment practices of UK 

universities; as we saw, students at Apollo International were far more likely to engage 

with elite universities than were students from Millthorpe Academy. Furthermore, the 

students at Apollo International were advantaged by the structure of the field, in that 

the most dominant and valued institutions in the HE field tend to be located in 

world/major cities of the global north – the kinds of places where many students at 

Apollo International gravitated towards and where some had social connections they 

intended to utilise. They were also advantaged by ‘lines’ of power (Massey, 2007) – in 

the form of the well-trodden paths alumni had taken, ‘help’ from well-placed social 

connections, advice and opportunities provided in school – that stretched out from 

schools and families towards exclusive regions of the global HE field where the highest 

achievable positions were located.  

This was an underlying structure that the students had internalised; it informed how 

their habitus responded to the HE field (Bourdieu, 1977a). There was no doubt from the 

students at Apollo International that aiming for places at some of the ‘best’ universities 

in the world or in the UK for their chosen subject or simply because of the reputation of 

the institution was what they should be doing. It was actively encouraged both at 

school and at home. Ella, for instance, visited a university in Canada because it was 

‘the best.’ The students recognised that attending higher-status institutions led to what 

Phoebe called a ‘better life’; it was a way of retaining their social positions and 

dominating social fields into the future. At Millthorpe, however, although the students 

recognised the spatial structure of the field, they had, on the whole, less knowledge 

about institutions themselves, about what the ‘Russell Group’ of universities 

represented, for example, and related their perceive social positions to where they 

belonged in the HE field; Iris, for instance, did not see herself attending a ‘top’ 

university.  

This demonstrates how inequitably positioned the two groups are in relation to the HE 

field and reveals a kind of paradox brought about by the power-geometry of the field: 
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that, although the students at Apollo International are thousands of miles away, they 

are more likely to see themselves at prestigious London-based universities in the future 

than are students in relatively nearby Rotherham. This is partly because the distance 

perceived by participants at Millthorpe Academy is mostly symbolic – a social, cultural 

and economic distance – whereas the students in Singapore feel a familiarity with a 

place like London because it is similar to Singapore in its diversity, and because it is 

where they feel they belong. This inequitable positioning in relation to the HE field is 

also related to the changing agendas and recruitment of institutions discussed in the 

introduction to the thesis. Arguably, universities themselves are tapped into the ‘global 

circuits of HE’ that Brooks and Waters (2009) describe, in terms of their dominant 

positions within the global HE field. 

 

6.4.3. ‘Hovering’ above the surface of space? 

This sense then that participants like Jude were ‘hovering’ above the surface of space 

seemed mostly performative, a recognition of the spatial structure of the global HE field 

– and that he needed to appear mobile and cosmopolitan in order to achieve a 

dominant position therein. Further, although Jude claimed he could ‘belong’ and move 

‘anywhere’, as we have seen, he was focused on very particular regions of geographic 

space: countries where HE is considered most dominant and the global north. Again, 

this seems to contradict this sense of the globally mobile elite being a kind of 

‘cosmopolitan’ group (Ball, 2010) with the capacity to ‘belong’ or ‘fit in’ anywhere 

(Goodhart, 2017) – or at least, it is only evident in Jude’s claim. Otherwise, he actually 

aims for the familiar – to social and cultural spaces where there are people like him, to 

places where he has already visited or lived before, and, within those countries, he is 

focused on the most dominant institutions.  

I argue that through his claim to understand a ‘lot of cultures’, Jude is actually trying to 

convey a confident disposition, a certain kind of identity that will be valued highly by the 

global HE field, and the degree of choices that he has at his disposal. It is clear from 

Jude’s and others’ accounts that he and they engender a concern with global issues 

over national ones – as Freedland (2010) observes, connected to one another but not 

so much to place. However, he positions himself spatially within arguably relatively 

narrow social and cultural parameters, connected exclusively it seems to a ‘global 

circuit of HE’ institutions (Brooks and Waters, 2009). As I argue, he and others actually 

gravitate towards the familiar; however, what constitutes the ‘familiar’ for the students 
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at Apollo International is much broader than what it familiar to the students at Millthorpe 

Academy.  

At Millthorpe Academy, as we saw, students drew on cultural markers of taste and 

identity, such as spoken accent, culinary consumption (Nicky’s ‘shandy-drinking 

southerner’) and historic social conditions (Nicky’s other ‘northern industrial [cities], like 

Manchester’). By drawing on these cultural markers that separate or align places and 

regions within the UK culturally, the students typically went on to suggest they were 

looking to move to places that were familiar to them – that were similar to their 

homeplace. At Apollo International School, on the other hand, participants like Jude 

were looking for familiarity on a larger scale. That is to say, he was looking to move to 

particular countries or pointed to certain universities, rather than specific towns, cities 

or regions within countries. The familiarity he was looking for was cultural diversity, to 

‘know about the rest of the world.’ His familiarity was the transnational community to 

which he belonged and the lifestyle to which he had become accustomed. This 

resonated with Collins’ (2008) concept of a ‘”global” familiarity’ – finding familiarity as a 

transnational individual through ‘global’ cultural consumption.  

 

6.4.4. What role does the spatial play in shaping imagined futures? 

How participants at both schools conceived of and organised space in their minds 

revealed how they positioned themselves socially and spatially in relation to the HE 

field. Thinking about their imagined futures spatially showed that there were significant 

differences between the two groups in terms of how ‘close’ they felt to different places 

and future options. Students at Millthorpe Academy, like Serena, typically steered clear 

of universities like St Andrew’s, Oxford or Cambridge, not because they were 

geographically distant, but because she felt she needed to ‘become posher’. Her 

perceived lack of the right kinds of capital represented a friction that would prevent her 

from moving easily through the social field towards particular positions (Bourdieu, 

1977a). 

At Apollo International School, however, the way most participants thought about space 

there meant that universities that were physically quite far away were actually ‘closer’ 

to them socially and culturally. This was likely due to the concerted cultivation that had 

gone on at home and at school, whereby the Apollo International School participants 

were endowed with symbolically relevant and useful capital that would stand them in 
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good stead for achieving future social positions (Abrahams, 2018). Courtois (2014) has 

furthered this, as mentioned in Chapter Two, to highlight the character development 

that goes on in independent schools. Furthermore, as I pointed out in the introduction 

to the thesis, at many of these schools, the IB is the main qualification offered and as 

such functions to imbue globally mobile young people (children of the GMC) with 

international mindedness (Hill, 2012; Barratt Hacking et al, 2018) and to ‘play the 

admissions game’ for accessing elite universities (Lee and Wright, 2016; Lee, Wright 

and Walker, 2016, p. 60). 

Furthermore, I argue that the global expansion of UK universities in the twenty-first 

century has privileged these highly mobile students over those at Millthorpe Academy, 

for instance. Recruiting students from overseas including the British students at Apollo 

International School has been a financially incentivised objective for UK universities in 

recent years. Most of these students, for instance, will pay higher tuition fees, having 

not been resident in the UK for three years. Resultantly, routes for international 

students into the UK have been carved out and made easier by the international 

recruitment practices of UK universities. This changing agenda of institutions ensures 

targeted and tailored marketing activities (Lee and Wright, 2016) and engagement with 

schools like Apollo International School; as several students pointed out, approximately 

300 HEIs visited the school every year, including King’s College London, University 

College London, London School of Economics and the Royal Northern College of 

Music. Ironically, no such engagements were undertaken with geographically nearby 

Millthorpe Academy.  

Furthermore, schools like Apollo International play a crucial role in creating a sense of 

space that privileges its students. As Angod and Gaztambide-Fernández (2019) argue, 

this is done aesthetically at schools like Apollo International, through the creation of a 

particular kind of landscape on campus that separates a ‘them’ from an ‘us.’ They also 

argue that young elites ‘internalise the sense that they are entitled to unlimited 

resources and to the cosmopolitan ethos of a global citizenship unencumbered by 

borders’, and that these schools foster within their pupils a colonising attitude towards 

the world out there. After reflecting on my own field notes, I would argue that the 

physical features of the campus were intended to instil pupils with a sense of 

entitlement to resources with which they could potentially expand their future horizons, 

further widening the unevenness in scale of the mobilities between the two sample 

groups.  
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6.5. The importance of students’ experienced and ongoing mobilities  

The exploration of individuals’ mobilities in this thesis has been multifaceted. I have 

focused not only on the mobilities of individuals in objective terms – i.e. from one place 

to another – but on instances of the ‘legacies’ or ‘inheritance’ of im/mobilities within 

families and communities (Cairns, 2014, p. 43). That is to say, I have paid attention to 

how mobility capital is afforded to some and not others, as well as the ways that 

mobility can shape young people’s imaginaries about the future. I have also focused on 

what Finn and Holton (2019) have referred to as ‘everyday’ mobilities that individuals 

are engaged in, and that problematise the popular binary of ‘mobile’ vs. ‘immobile’ in 

the literature. Focusing on the ‘everyday’ movements and flows of participants at both 

schools yielded interesting examples of individual participants who were both mobile 

and immobile in different areas of their lives, including Serena, who had travelled 

extensively and independently for her sporting activities, as well as pupils from Apollo 

International School, some of whom actually operated within very narrow geographic 

parameters within Singapore, comprising home and school. These instances are 

unpicked later in this section.  

I also focus in this section on how participants from the two schools narrated their 

mobilities and what their mobilities meant for them in the context of their imagined 

futures. I elaborate on the discussion in Chapter Five about mobility as a ‘process of 

becoming’ (Tran, 2016) that characterised the way some of the students at Apollo 

International talked about their mobilities. I offer some comparisons between the two 

groups to explore the extent to which their experienced and everyday mobilities shape 

their orientations towards the future. I also focus on mobility for university as a kind of 

legitimised route through university. 

 

6.5.1. Being ‘on the move’ 

As I explored in Chapter Five, the participants from Apollo International School often 

discussed their mobilities in relation to what they might ‘become’ in the future. For 

Jude, this sense that he was just passing through or ‘stopping off’ in Singapore – on his 

way to some other destination – demonstrated this. Others talked about their mobilities 

– their regular physical movements from place to place – in relation to what they hoped 

to become in terms of their identities and future careers. Sashi wanted to move to the 

UK, get her degree, ‘stay for a while’, and then move on, acknowledging the potential 
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symbolic value of a degree from a UK university in global labour markets. Felix framed 

his attachment to the UK as a kind of ‘mooring’ (Ploner, 2017) that rooted him to a 

particular identity and belonging as someone who had been mobile in where he had 

lived and who travelled regularly between these ‘homes.’  

There was a sense from participants like these that their experiences of mobility were 

shaping the mobility they expected to have in the future. By this, I mean that many 

anticipated having a mobile future in terms of where they would live and work. 

However, I also mean that they were in a sense on a continual journey – spatially, 

professionally, educationally, socially – towards something new and something 

invariably even better, such as an ‘elite’ university. Their mobilities symbolised, as they 

did in Holdsworth’s (2009) study (albeit on a smaller scale), the students’ social and 

spatial mobilities (upwardly) towards the most elite spaces in the HE field. 

Further, their previous experiences of mobility and being on the move – for school trips, 

to visit family in other countries, or as part of the ‘service’ programmes delivered 

through school – were important here. It was this experience of and familiarity with 

mobility that perhaps made journeying forwards, to somewhere specific or otherwise, 

less daunting. Participants from Apollo International had the experience of moving on 

an integrating themselves into new schools, places and with new people, embedding 

themselves into new cultural environments like Singapore. There was also perhaps a 

sense of comfort from participants like Emelia in knowing that they would end up at a 

globally high-ranking university with people like them. 

The way participants at Apollo International talked about their mobility was also about 

signalling their social identities. Being ‘cosmopolitan’ or self-identifying as a ‘third 

culture kid’, as Jude, Jess and Emily did, was a symbol of their having experienced a 

particular kind of mobility and their embeddedness in a transnational social network. As 

Friedman (2018) has shown, being seen to be ‘cosmopolitan’, for instance, defines the 

individual’s identity in ways that rely not on national markers of social and cultural 

identity but on global ones. This can also signify an ‘exposure to cultural diversity’ (ibid, 

p. 436) and a positionality in relation to the demands of universities’ globalising 

agendas.  

There was also something arguably colonial about this sense of participants from 

Apollo International School being ‘on the move.’ There was an expectation to venture 

outwards, upwards and onwards, embedding themselves into a transnational 

community, establishing ‘connections’ to places, accumulating various forms of capital 
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– academic, for instance – and moving on. They demonstrated an entitlement to ‘land 

and resources available for exploitation’ because of their connections to the lines of 

power that run through (Massey, 2007) these places and that connect them to these 

resources, as well as an exploitation ‘of a them’ (Angod and Gaztambide-Fernández, 

2019, p. 229). The them, in this case, are other actors – such as those from Millthorpe 

Academy – in the HE field.  

In contrast to the students at Apollo International School, those from Millthorpe 

Academy were ‘on the move’ in the sense that they were orienting towards their 

transitions to HE. However, their sense of being on a journey forwards was smaller in 

scale, both in terms of how far they were considering moving from home, as well as 

how far into the future they were thinking. For example, Jude from Apollo International 

discussed at length the kind of future he imagined for himself decades into the future: 

When it comes to future careers, I think about is how I can provide not only for 

myself but if I have a family at that time, how well I'd be able to actually, if I'd be 

able to give them the experiences I've had, cos I've been very fortunate to be 

able to travel to all the places that I have been to, to go to the schools I've been 

to, and I just think it would be nice, and, erm, just, with the financial situation, 

just having resources there, but it'll be able to, you'd feel more secure with it, so 

you'd be able to be, you'd – you wouldn't feel as much stress all the time and 

thinking, how am I gonna do this, how do we go about paying for these flights 

cos we wanna be able to give our children the best experiences possible, so I'm 

not looking for something with like massive pay, but I'm looking for something 

that can sustain a good lifestyle.  

In this quote, Jude discusses his desire to sustain a ‘good lifestyle’ – to reproduce in 

himself and then through his children his current social position among the globally 

mobile elite. This example of orienting towards the future is particularly striking. Jude 

has been focused not only on his own successes and on the sustaining of his own 

social class advantage among the globally mobile elite; he also revealed his knowledge 

of and intention to re-enact GMC parental strategies for ensuring children’s success, 

social reproduction and reproduction of privilege that Yemini, Maxwell and Mizrachi 

(2019) describe. Emelia, too, although unsure about what she wanted to do specifically 

career-wise, was reflexive about and oriented towards a future beyond university. At 

Millthorpe Academy, however, students gave a sense that they were dwelling in the 

past, their orientations towards the future ‘haunted’ (Bright, 2015) and mediated by the 
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damage done to their place in the past. By claiming they would ‘never’ be ‘anything 

incredible’ and that their place was ‘stuck’, many of the students from Millthorpe 

Academy positioned themselves as ‘behind’ temporally in their journeys towards the 

future.  

 

6.5.2. Mobility and social capital 

The students from Apollo International School also accumulated relevant bonding and 

bridging social capital through their experiences of being mobile and through the 

connections they and their families forged. It was through these weaker ties to well-

placed individuals that participants like Jude had acquired potentially useful contacts in 

his chosen subject area at a university in Australia and at Stanford University. Ball and 

Nikita (2014, p. 86-87) describe these ‘networks of privilege’ (Brooks and Waters, 

2009) that participants like Jude are connected to as follows: 

Links are made with other mobile professionals, and also local elites employed 

in the same occupation (cf. Beaverstock 2005; Waters 2007). Beaverstock 

notes that ‘though professionals appear to lack the clear sense of collective 

unity … these networks nevertheless demonstrate a high degree of sociality 

and affectivity and a capacity to generate further transnational relationships’ (p. 

157). 

These networks are not only formed through participants’ mobilities; they also generate 

future mobility opportunities for members. In a sense, this social capital provides the 

participants from Apollo International School with clear mobility routes to other places 

and to elite spaces within the global HE field. At Millthorpe Academy, however, 

participants had limited geographic mobility beyond their immediate locality and region. 

We can see then the role that social capital plays in sustaining social inequalities and 

divisions by producing regions of social space that are exclusive and which do not 

overlap (Brown, 2012; Savage, 2015) – that are, in fact, unevenly situated. 

 

6.5.3. Legitimising mobility in the HE field 

As I have argued throughout the thesis, using examples from the literature (Cairns, 

2014; Finn and Holton, 2019) and from interview data, being mobile for university has 
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arguably become a more legitimised mode of doing university. It has become a doxa 

(Bourdieu, 1977a) of the HE field, exacerbated by the internationalisation of university 

recruitment practices. Further, it is a doxa that serves to legitimise the routes through 

HE taken by those from Apollo International School, who have the experience of and 

are willing to be mobile, over those from Millthorpe Academy who, by default, are seen 

within this dichotomy to aspire to a less adventurous and meaningful university 

experience (Finn and Holton, 2019). 

Further, the routes that the students from Apollo International School are taking – 

geographically mobile and towards globally high-ranking institutions – are facilitated by 

the increasing mobilities of institutions themselves. That is to say that, in this 

globalising field, universities have become increasingly mobile in their recruitment and 

marketing exercises and activities, operating within a global ‘circuit’ of elite institutions 

(Brooks and Waters, 2009) and developing strong links between themselves and the 

globally mobile elite. Essentially, they are bridging the geographic gaps between Apollo 

International School and their institutions by travelling to the students themselves, 

bringing the university to them – but not to those at Millthorpe Academy it seems. 

In one regard, this privileges the students at Apollo International by reducing the time-

space they need to traverse to visit university open days, enabling their access to these 

institutions regardless of physical distance (Brooks, Fuller and Waters, 2012), and 

producing a power-geometry that reinforces the social inequalities between the two 

groups in the study. It reduces the necessity for mobility, for travelling to visit university 

open days. That said, many still chose to visit universities that were thousands of miles 

away, including institutions that had visited their school. They had the economic capital 

and other resources to do so, while it is possible students like Sophie, from Millthorpe 

Academy, would have had to consider carefully the costs involved in visiting 

universities in other regions of the UK. Although mobility has come to be seen in 

popular discourse as a more legitimate university experience, it is a far more attainable 

and frictionless option for those with the resources and opportunities to be mobile. 

 

6.5.4. How do students’ mobilities shape their imagined futures? 

Arguably, then, the massification of HE participation, the globalisation of HE – for 

instance, through the creation of cross-border networks and the formation of globally 

stratified rankings (Marginson and van der Wende, 2007) – and the internationalisation 
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of institutions have changed the mobility practices both of institutions and the globally 

mobile elite. On the one hand, institutions themselves have adopted recruiting 

practices that connect them to those best positioned to ‘play the admissions game’ of 

elite universities (Lee and Wright, 2016; Lee, Wright and Walker, 2016, p. 60) – those 

studying in elite international schools and who will bring a degree of cultural diversity 

and international mindedness to university campuses (Bolsmann and Miller, 2009; Hill, 

2012). These practices include visiting and marketing their institutions in global cities 

like Singapore, which ‘constitute the major nodes of a networked world (Castells, 2001; 

McCartney, 2005)’ (Marginson and van der Wende, 2007, p. 7). In a sense, 

universities’ increased international mobility – and their calculated mobility within a 

network of global cities – functions not only to bridge the gap between the globally 

mobile elite and their institutions, but also to bolster their own positionality, by recruiting 

a particular kind of student, within a global market – a power geometry (Massey, 2007) 

– of HEIs.  

Further, this serves, to some degree, to reduce the necessity to be mobile for the 

students from Apollo International School. That is to say, they do not necessarily need 

to travel thousands of miles – although many chose to do so – in order to interact with 

universities that make up this market. As Ella pointed out, she did not need to travel to 

the UK in order to audition for the Royal Northern College of Music – the institution 

provided opportunities for students like Ella to audition live in Singapore itself. That 

said, many of the students from Apollo International School had the experience of 

moving between different global cities anyway. It was partly these routinised mobilities 

between different sites with which they felt a degree of ‘connection’ that familiarised 

them with and embedded them within global circuits of elite institutions and a network 

of global cities (Fallov, Jørgensen and Knudsen, 2013). That is to say, they were used 

to making these journeys across the globe and had developed a sense of belonging to 

places often globally that meant they felt connected to the places where these 

universities are located. 

On the other hand, those from Millthorpe Academy were disadvantaged by the 

recruitment and marketing practices these universities have adopted. There is a kind of 

paradox revealed in the experiences of the two groups in the study, that those in 

Millthorpe Academy – who were in fact geographically far closer to some of these 

universities, particularly those in the UK – were actually far less likely than those at 

Apollo International School to engage with these institutions. There are many reasons 

for this, not least because of the social and cultural distances some participants from 
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Millthorpe Academy perceived between themselves and more ‘prestigious’ institutions, 

as some put it. However, it must be acknowledged that the practices of institutions 

function to stratify an already unequal HE field; that is to say, they are – at least 

anecdotally in the current study – adopting mobile practices that build bridges between 

themselves and the globally mobile elite students at Apollo International School, while 

at the same time engaging only at a bare minimum level with those from Millthorpe 

Academy.  

Several disparities were revealed between the two groups, then, in terms of their 

mobilities and the mobilities of institutions. First, the mobilities of institutions function to 

strengthen a global socio-spatial structure of HE within which the students from Apollo 

International School – the globally mobile elite – are privileged while those at Millthorpe 

Academy are disadvantaged and disconnected. Second, the two groups have uneven 

experiences of mobility – that is to say, specifically, the scale of their routine mobilities 

are dramatically different. While one group have limited mobility beyond their 

immediate locality and region of the UK, the other are practiced in the routine routes 

between global cities and countries in the global north that stretch out their mobile 

experiences around the world. Third, the legitimacy of mobility within the HE field, 

which has been increased during the era of globalisation privileges and legitimises 

those with the capacity and resources to move over those who do not. Fourth, and 

finally, students’ orientations towards the future were unevenly configured. The 

students from Apollo International School gave a sense that they were moving 

forwards, both in terms of their ongoing physical mobilities, as well as their figurative 

mobility, towards futures located in elite spaces of the HE field and of global labour 

markets. Those at Millthorpe Academy, however, relayed imagined futures that were 

socially and geographically limited. 

 

6.6. Summary 

There is a great deal of emphasis in the sociology of education literature on the social 

class differences that mediate British young people’s orientations towards the HE field 

and towards the future. As I set out in the literature review, Bourdieu’s central concepts 

of field, habitus and capital have been used extensively to illustrate how young people 

are positioned inequitably in relation to HE (Reay, Harry and Ball, 2005; Bathmaker, 

Ingram and Waller, 2013; Maxwell and Aggleton, 2013; Reay 2016) and the roles that 

families (Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005; Ball, 2013) schooling (Donnelly, 2015) and 
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communities (Ingram, 2009) play in reinforcing these inequalities. However, often 

missing from this research is an appreciation for the spatial factors shaping young 

people’s imaginaries about the future. While some studies have moved on from 

thinking about youth transitions as a momentary shift for the individual, socially or 

spatially, from ‘home’ to ‘away’ or as ‘stayers’ and leavers’ (Finn, 2017; Henderson, 

2020), most research has tended to adopt a single-sited approach to understanding 

young people’s perceptions of the spatial rather than exploring how orientations 

towards the future are structured by spatial structures that are relational and broader in 

scale. 

Furthermore, there has been limited exploration of the inherent spatial dimensions of 

Bourdieu’s concepts, as well as approaches that recognise the interconnections of 

social and spatial structures; this is what I have attempted to illustrate through this 

discussion. I found that although the two groups of students in the current study can be 

thought of as being unevenly situated in relation to one another in a social space 

(Bourdieu, 1985), they are also located inequitably within a spatial structure that 

mediates social fields. Further, I have shown that not only is the HE system in a UK 

context governed by a socio-spatial structure, but it is also shaped by global forces and 

global socio-spatial structures. 

Focusing on these spatial elements has enabled a more granular focus in this thesis on 

the relational social differences between participants. For example, I have shown that, 

although there were clearly objective social and socioeconomic differences between 

participants within the sample form Millthorpe Academy, these disparities were 

mediated – if anything, diminished – by the location of the students’ locality within a 

socio-spatial structure. It mattered perhaps on a material level that Iris’s parents 

probably earned more than Sophie’s mum and that she had more in the way of 

economic capital on which to draw. However, what was arguably more important was 

how Iris and others from the school positioned themselves relationally to other people 

and places, what their place meant for them as a collective group – as people who 

‘came from Rotherham’. 

This also seemed to be the case to some degree in Singapore. There were differences 

between students in terms of their socioeconomic positions and based on students’ 

discussions. For example, Jess shared that she had had to think carefully about the 

financial implications of moving away for university. Others too admitted that money 

had been part of the equation when considering where to study. However, what 
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mattered for these students – what positioned them more proximally to the most 

dominant positions in the global HE field – was their positionalities in relation to those 

from schools like Millthorpe Academy, as well as the mobile practices of institutions; it 

was telling also that Jess’s supposed financial considerations had not prevented her 

from visiting, applying and considering seriously university options in New York and the 

UK. What bonded the students from Apollo International School together was their 

shared location in a transnational social space and the sense of entitlement to a mobile 

future and as part of the globally mobile elite. 

Further, there were clear differences in the social, cultural and economic capital the 

students from each school had at their disposal, and how relevant these capitals were 

in relation to dominant regions of the HE field. However, there was, again, an inherently 

spatial element to this. Megan from Millthorpe Academy was a case in point. She 

argued that she would need to modify intrinsic elements of her identity in order to ‘fit in’ 

at university, giving a sense of her perceived social and cultural inferiority in relation to 

other actors in the field. But this was also a manifestation of how her spoken accent 

functioned as a form of cultural capital, limiting her sense of respectability (Skeggs, 

1997) in the field. Her accent positioned her – placed her – within a socio-spatial 

structure, tying her to a particular place with a particular identity, and to a particular 

positionality within the field of HE, because she perceived that her cultural capital was 

not valued enough in its current form by the field. The students were, then, processed, 

oriented and positioned unevenly in relation to one another within a socio-spatial 

structure that maps onto the field of HE, in terms of their mobilities, their positions in 

social space, their location within a geographic spatial structure and by the power-

geometries that structure the HE field.  
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7. Conclusion 

 

7.1. Introduction 

In this thesis, I set out to understand how ‘British’ young people’s imaginaries of place, 

space and social class, and their experiences of geographic mobility shape their 

imaginaries of and orientations towards the future. In particular, I focused on their 

transitions to university in an era of intensifying massification, globalisation and 

internationalisation in the HE field. My intention was to elicit and foreground individuals’ 

perceptions of the ‘spatial’ in particular – their geographic locations, the importance of 

‘place’ and how they imagined ‘space’ as a ‘constellation’ of social and spatial relations 

(Massey, 2005) – in order to better understand the roles place, space and social class 

play in structuring the social field of HE. 

While some sociological literature has paid attention to the spatial (for example, 

Ingram, 2009; Donnelly and Evans, 2016; Finn, 2017; Henderson, 2020), the majority 

of research has prioritised the places and localities where subjects live far more than 

their perceptions and experiences of the ‘world out there’ and spatial processes that 

shape society, beyond their immediate geographic surroundings. This is despite the 

social – and spatial – changes HE has undergone in the twenty-first century, whereby 

national systems have become increasingly integrated within a global HE field 

(Marginson and van der Wende, 2007). I set out, therefore, to address this gap and 

contribute to a growing base of research that questions how globalisation has shaped 

social inequalities in HE. Furthermore, I aimed to do this by developing an approach 

that elicits not only how young people perceive of their locality, but how their location – 

socially and spatially – in relation to a social and spatial other mediates the kinds of 

futures they formulate. 

In order to address this research gap, I formulated the research questions set out at the 

start of the thesis, which I reiterate here: 

Objective: To explore how young people’s imagined trajectories and mobilities 

are shaped by their imaginaries about social class, place and mobility 

 

RQ1: What are the imagined futures of young people who occupy different 

positions in social space, live in different local contexts, and who have had 

different experiences of spatial mobility? 
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RQ2: What social and spatial structures or boundaries do they perceive? 

 

RQ3: How do these structures, and their sense of their positionalities within 

them, shape or mediate their imagined futures? 

 

RQ4: How do their relationships with place – with ‘home’, with their locality, or 

with other localities – shape and mediate their identities and the possible 

futures they imagine? 

 

RQ 5: How do their ‘everyday’ mobilities and their experiences of being mobile 

shape their imagined futures? 

In the thesis and in addressing these research questions, I found that place was an 

important mediator of the kinds of futures the participants imagined. Crucially, it 

mattered for participants from both schools but in different ways. At Millthorpe 

Academy, the identity of their place and its history, as a declining, deindustrialised 

town, shaped significantly how the students oriented towards the future. Through 

discussions around ‘home’ and place, the students evoked a sense of a place that was 

‘lacking’, that its identity was tied up with its industrial history which had now been 

taken away, and that being ‘from’ their place meant their futures were limited, in terms 

of the potential social mobility they could achieve through HE. At Apollo International 

School, place, on the face of it, seemed to be unimportant to many participants. They 

spoke typically of casual relationships with place, emphasising their detachment from 

place and their cosmopolitan identities. However, again, through discussions about 

‘home’ and place, now and in the future, the students here too revealed relationships 

with and attachments to places and the identities these attachments conveyed. These 

were often on a different scale, yet were still important. Some stressed their 

attachments to countries or to a ‘western’ identity, in order to position themselves 

socially and in proximity to a global circuit of HEIs. But these were attachments to place 

all the same – contradicting assertions in the literature about the placelessness of the 

globally mobile elite (Cockburn, 2002; Goodhart, 2017). 

Eliciting students’ imaginaries of space was particularly enlightening. It revealed the 

socio-spatial geometries that structure the HE field and that imbue individuals with a 

sense of proximity – socially and culturally – to different kinds of futures, usually 

regardless of the physical geographical distances between them and institutions. It also 
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elucidated, aided by the mapping exercises participants completed, the ways 

individuals divided up space according to different socio-spatial structures and 

hierarchies – for example, into northern and southern England, a global east and west, 

and the ‘first’ and ‘third’ world – and how they were positioned in relation to these 

various structures. Understanding their spatial perceptions also brought into focus the 

uneven geographical scales at which the students from the two schools thought about 

the future, both in terms of how far from ‘home’ they felt able to move away for 

university, as well as how far into the future temporally they had thought about.  

The students’ experiences of mobility – both their everyday movements between 

places and their migration over time – revealed striking differences between the two 

groups and the role mobility played in shaping their futures. For students from Apollo 

International School, their experiences of mobility had imbued them with social and 

cultural capital that could be utilised to their advantage in the global HE field. They 

were also privileged by the changing recruitment and marketing practices of institutions 

who are engaged in a global competition for dominance in terms of their reputation and 

the make up of their student body. At Millthorpe Academy, however, the students were 

disconnected because of their own limited mobility beyond their locality, and because 

they were seemingly overlooked and disconnected by these changing practices of 

institutions. 

I avoided using a class scheme to categorise pupils into social class groups and set out 

my reasons for doing so in the methodology chapter. However, there were clear 

relational social differences between the two groups that situated them apart from one 

another in social space, with the students from Apollo International School in particular 

occupying a kind of ‘transnational social space.’ This disparity between the two groups 

was particularly staggering, as they appeared to be located almost in different or 

unevenly composed social realms. Further, focusing on some elements of class 

revealed how social reproduction occurs through the practices and orientations of 

students, their families and their schools. Indeed, a high degree of ‘concerted 

cultivation’ was evident in the facilities and practices found at Apollo International 

School, which served to prepare the students for socially and spatially mobile futures. 

At Millthorpe Academy, on the other hand, the students drew on social and cultural 

markers of social class to illustrate their perception of a socially stratified HE field and 

their positions in relation to it. Importantly, however, I demonstrated through this thesis 

that where issues around social identities arose, they were mediated by spatial factors, 

such as geographic location.  
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This idea that there is an unevenness between the two groups is another significant 

argument of the thesis and forms part of its important contribution to the literature. In 

thinking about their respective relationships with place in particular and what the 

literature says about this – particularly through dichotomies of an immobile working-

class and a mobile middle-class – the two groups of students might be thought of as 

being in opposition with one another, with the students at Millthorpe Academy having a 

very ‘strong’ attachment to place, while those from Apollo International School operate 

beyond local, regional or national boundaries. Further, there is a sense in the literature 

that those from Apollo International are almost directionless – that they have so many 

options and the mobile capital to choose a future anywhere. What I have shown is that 

the two groups actually operate in similar ways spatially but on uneven scales. They all 

have attachments to places – but while Millthorpe Academy participants drew more on 

specific localities, those from Apollo International were far more likely to draw on 

attachments to the national. Even through their claims of being ‘third culture kids’ or 

‘international’ in their attitudes and identities, they all elected to belong somewhere. 

Further, they all oriented towards particular places within a socio-spatial structure of 

HE. Far from being able to go just ‘anywhere’, as Jude and others from Apollo 

International School claimed they could, these students relayed options that were 

overwhelmingly in a limited set of countries and typically in global cities; almost all had 

chosen to apply to universities in the UK.  

 

7.1.1. Contribution of the thesis 

This thesis makes a unique contribution to the student mobilities, youth transitions and 

emerging geographies of HE literatures. While sociological studies to date have 

explored British young people’s university decision-making through social, gendered 

and ethnic lenses (Archer, Hollingworth and Halsall, 2007; Reay, Crozier and Clayton, 

2010; Maxwell and Aggleton, 2014; Reay, 2016), there has been a paucity of research 

exploring how locality itself, which also has social and cultural dimensions, shapes 

young people’s choices about the future. Where studies have focused on locality, the 

geographical aspect of this research has typically been restricted to individuals’ own 

localities, limiting our understanding of how young people imagine and position 

themselves within wider spatial structures. This overlooks not only the importance of 

place and space in shaping young people’s lives and identities, but how perceptions 

and conceptualisations of place and space are formulated with reference to other 
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places (Massey, 1994), localities and spaces, outside of one’s own immediate 

geographical environment. This thesis has extended this focus on the spatial beyond 

individuals’ locality to explore the broader socio-spatial structures – regional, national 

and global – within which they place themselves and that structure their imagined 

trajectories.  

By doing so, the study has engaged with a wide range of classed experiences and 

identities that exist not only between the two groups of students, but within them, which 

was particularly the case at Millthorpe Academy. By analysing the subtleties in 

perceptions and experiences between just ten students in one school and place, for 

example, the thesis offers an important commentary on place and class in relation to 

student mobilities. The study has shown, for one, that place matters for all the students 

interviewed – not just those who are seemingly spatially immobile on the surface. The 

study has also shown that social class can be made more or less relevant in young 

people’s lives when place and space are foregrounded. Thinking about social relations 

between the students at Millthorpe Academy using terms such as ‘working class’ and 

‘middle class’ seems inadequate here – their differences and similarities are far more 

complex. For all their socioeconomic differences, their place identity and sense of 

spatial location is also significant and produces a common sense of class and place-

based feeling that transcends, to a degree, long-held class groupings. 

This said, the thesis also contributes an important commentary on the uneven 

expectations the students in the two schools have regarding their futures. One 

particularly striking aspect of this is the temporality with which different individuals 

contemplate the future. In particular, and beyond the fact that students in Millthorpe 

were making decisions a lot further down the line than those at Apollo International, we 

gained a sense of how intertwined the Singapore students’ sense of past, present and 

future selves were. There was a surety driving them, their choices and the clear routes 

– through carefully thought out institutions, countries and careers – they needed to 

pursue to achieve or reproduce prized positions (social and spatial) among globally 

mobile classes. 

Further, the focus on place and mobility in much of the literature on student mobilities 

and youth transitions has been on the physical and momentary movement of young 

people’s transitions to institutions themselves (Crozier et al, 2008; Holdsworth, 2009; 

Reay, Crozier and Clayton, 2009), overlooking the wider spatial reasons why young 

people may wish to move (or not) to particular places. The thesis has addressed this 
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issue, focusing not only on the institutional choices young people make, but on the 

places and geographic spaces where universities are located and the wider spatial 

processes that mediate young people’s orientations towards the future.  

Moreover, studies in this context have tended to focus on youth transitions either within 

the UK or students’ international mobilities (for example, Brooks and Waters, 2009; 

Waters and Brooks, 2011), neglecting the ongoing global integration of HE systems 

and how different actors are positioned relationally within a globalising field, as well as 

how nationalistic social class structures are shaped by broader, global social structures 

that incorporate classes in formation like the GMC and TNCC (Bunnell et al, 2020). 

This thesis has allowed for a relational approach that takes account of national and 

global social fields of HE, focusing on British young people who occupy starkly different 

positionalities within wider, global socio-spatial structures of HE. Indeed, the study 

offers a unique perspective on British young people’s imagined futures, providing an 

account of those who are highly mobile, globally, as well as those who have – 

comparatively – limited geographic mobility. In doing so, the thesis takes what are often 

treated as two disparate social fields – the UK higher education field and the global 

higher education field – and overlaps them. It points to a more globally integrated field 

within which the students at Apollo International School are pulling away in one 

direction, while those at Millthorpe Academy go in another direction; the two are being 

channelled along two unevenly oriented tracks. 

Further, my approach to the thesis has involved synthesising sociological and human 

geographical theoretical and conceptual approaches by interrogating the relationships 

between social and spatial structures. In particular, I have grappled with the spatial 

nature of Bourdieu’s conceptual framework, including the spatial dimensions of the HE 

field. The study has contributed to a wider understanding, for instance, of the spatiality 

of how capital works in young people’s transitions to HE. It has explored how 

geographic mobility, and cultural and economic capital facilitated the accumulation of 

social capital for the students from Apollo International School. It has also investigated 

how cultural capital can be misrecognised or valued, not only in terms of what is valued 

by the social field, but how this is geographically mediated – how geographic location 

can signify a social and cultural identity, and how place functions to position young 

people in a social space. In doing so, the project has significant policy relevance, which 

I explore in the rest of this chapter, relating to: the effectiveness and geographic 

targeting of WP and widening access policymaking; global knowledge economy 

agendas; initiatives supporting the globalisation and internationalisation of HE and their 
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implications for social mobility; and universities’ changing recruitment and marketing 

practices.  

The thesis has also presented a novel methodological approach (Donnelly, Gamsu and 

Whewall, 2020), extending our understanding of young people’s transitions to HE and 

orientations towards the future. A particular uniqueness of the current study is not only 

its multi-sited approach to eliciting the perspectives of young people in different places 

within the UK, but its focus on the ‘simultaneity of… social relations’ (ibid, p. 9) between 

British young people across space on a much broader, global scale. Further, the 

mapping method employed here examined not only the students’ relationships with and 

perceptions of their localities, but their wider, relational imaginaries of space. Except for 

in the regional maps participants from Millthorpe Academy were provided with, the 

methodology also prioritised a very weak framing of participants’ geographies. That is 

to say, the students were given ‘empty’ maps – without borders, labels or other 

formatting – affording participants the opportunity to carve up their maps as they chose, 

emphasising social and spatial boundaries that they perceived to be important.  

 

7.1.2. Chapter outline 

In the rest of this chapter, I consider the implications of the thesis in relation to broader 

policy issues. In particular, I argue that, through processes of globalisation, universities’ 

agendas and purposes have changed – that their civic responsibilities have become 

secondary to their internationalised recruitment practices, and that a marketized 

system has arguably diminished their role in shaping students’ less tangible ‘attitudes 

and values’ (Barr, 2012, p. 300). I argue that universities’ engagements with state 

schools in deindustrialised areas like Rotherham is lacking, compared with their 

targeted engagements with those in elite international schools, and that there are wide 

gaps in the support available to students in schools, depending on the type of school 

they attend. Another implication concerns the effectiveness of national widening access 

and participation objectives of successive UK governments. 

Following this, I make recommendations regarding how some of these issues and the 

inequalities that separated the two groups in the current study could be addressed. I 

suggest that universities should broaden their engagements with prospective university 

applicants like those from Millthorpe Academy. I also suggest that ring-fenced funding 

to deliver tailored HE guidance, however unlikely it might seem in the current political 
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climate in the UK, would better prepare and inform students as they approach their 

transitions to HE. I then acknowledge limitations that arose in the process of this 

research, followed by some suggestions regarding how future studies could build on its 

findings, including how the methodological tools could benefit future research.  

 

7.2. Implications of the study 

 

7.2.1. Globalisation and the ‘purpose’ of universities today 

One implication of this thesis relates to the globalisation, internationalisation and 

massification of HE and the ways these processes have changed the behaviour and 

practices of institutions. I noted in Chapters Four and Five the disparities in the levels 

of engagement between universities and the two schools. Apollo International School 

was visited by approximately 300 universities every year, including a dozen or so from 

the UK, such as the London School of Economics, University College London, King’s 

College London and the Royal Northern College of Music. At Millthorpe Academy, 

however, this type and level of engagement was missing. Observing the school’s 

calendar of events and speaking to the head of sixth form at the time the fieldwork took 

place, I learnt that engagements between universities and the school to support 

students in their HE decision making were very limited. Specifically, the school hosted 

one annual HE fair which around 25 institutions attended, which did not include the 

London-based universities who visited Apollo International School. Students at 

Millthorpe were also encouraged to attend an annual UCAS convention, which most 

UK institutions attend, in nearby Sheffield. The school also invited ‘a couple’ of former 

students to give talks in school each year. 

Comparatively, it was clear that these elite universities – who rank highly, nationally 

and globally – are seemingly more likely to visit schools like Apollo International School 

than Millthorpe Academy. But why are these institutions visiting students halfway 

around the world in Singapore, yet overlooking those who are, relatively speaking, 

‘down the road’ in South Yorkshire? This divide in engagement raises questions about 

the purpose of universities today. As I have noted previously, the agendas and 

behaviours of institutions have changed in recent decades in response to this global 

expansion and growing competitiveness (Marginson, 2014; Naidoo, 2018). Universities 
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compete to attract the most dominant players in the HE field, the recruitment of which 

shapes their reputation going forwards (Marginson, 2014). This recruitment also 

includes attracting higher fee-payers from overseas (Tannock, 2013), income from 

which is crucial at a time when neoliberal states have reduced HE funding (Findlay et 

al, 2012). 

Further, prospective students with the necessary economic, cultural (including 

academic) and social capital may seek to acquire ‘global capital’ via degrees from a 

high-ranking institution (Kim, 2011), while institutions themselves seek to ‘reach the 

top’ of the global HE field through their recruitment practices (Morphew, Fumasoli and 

Stensaker, 2018). There is a subtle selective, inequitable process occurring here 

through which the globally mobile elite are being targeted by institutions while those at 

schools like Millthorpe Academy are being overlooked. In a sense, what I show through 

my comparison of these two schools is that the internationalisation of institutions, the 

economic necessity to recruit from overseas, and their focus on attracting a certain 

type of student with the right kinds of capital (Naidoo, 2004) has surely eroded the 

degree of civic engagement universities undertake. As a result, interactions between 

the students at Millthorpe Academy and institutions that occupy more dominant 

positions in the HE field are limited. This could be because of assumptions made about 

places like Rotherham, that, although more physically proximal than Apollo 

International School to some of the institutions in question, it is stigmatised (Wacquant, 

2007) as being socially and culturally peripheral and inferior.  

Additionally, the general purpose of universities – for example, the perceived ‘value’ of 

a HE degree – has changed during this era of expansion and the introduction of 

neoliberal values in the sector. Barr (2012, p. 300), for instance, acknowledged that 

although HE ‘outcomes comprise knowledge and skills’ and although it ‘contributes… 

to national economic performance’, HE also imbues graduates with ‘attitudes and 

values’, ‘contributes… to the promotion of core values, and thus has a significant 

cultural dimension.’ Increasingly, however, the sector has become increasingly 

commodified, leading – particularly recently – to the ‘valuing’ of HE based on economic 

returns to the individual and society. This has certainly been high on the agenda of the 

relatively new HE regulator the Office for Students (OfS, 2019) and has popularised 

rhetoric around ‘low’ and ‘high’ value degrees (DfE, 2019). Indeed, prospective 
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students can now ‘calculate’ prior to choosing their course of study the supposed 

‘worth’ of individual degree programmes10.  

This was reflected in various ways through interviews conducted at the two schools in 

the current study. First, it was clear this sense of valuing HE in terms of its economic or 

labour market returns had certainly been internalised by students from both schools; 

everyone recognised this to be a taken for granted structure – or doxa (Bourdieu, 

1977a) – of the HE field. However, it did not seem to reflect the choices – and eventual 

destinations – some of the students from Millthorpe Academy made. For example, 

initially, Sophie recognised that: 

Me [sic] mum, she had me really young, like really young, so she never 

experienced- she had two jobs, as well as looking after me, so she’s always 

struggled through life and I’ve never wanted to, I’ve looked and thought I don’t 

want to struggle. So, if you go to university, you get more opportunities, you can 

get higher paid jobs, I thought it’s just a way out of that life, if you know what I 

mean. 

However, Sophie did not go beyond linking going to university and earning a higher 

salary. She was unclear about the particularities of universities and degree courses. 

Rather, she reflected more so on how studying for a degree in nursing or teaching 

suited her own personal values: 

I’ve always enjoyed helping people and I see myself as quite kind, so I think it’d 

be quite an enjoyable job for me and if you enjoy it, it’ll make it easier to 

work…but then, like, as I’ve been working through, Biology seems really tough 

and I don’t think it’s likely that I could do as well in it, to get me onto a nursing 

course, so I’ve like weighed up me options and thought what could I do 

instead… and I do like kids and I’m quite good with kids so I thought primary 

education would suit me well. 

On the other hand, Phoebe from Apollo International School had chosen her 

universities based on their ‘reputations’ because ‘that gets you a better job and a better 

life’; she anticipated a link between the perceived value of a particular institution and 

the kind of life she would be able to lead post-graduation.  

 
10 Adzuna, an online job search engine, provides this function for prospective university applicants. 
Available from: https://www.adzuna.co.uk/value-my-degree/ 
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In addition to raising questions about the purpose and civic responsibility of universities 

today, the sense of proximity between elite UK institutions and distance from places 

like Rotherham chimes with questions raised in the literature about the colonial nature 

of the elite global HE space. Madge, Raghuram and Noxolo (2009, p. 34), drawing on 

Massey (2004), make the argument that dominant places, like London, ‘need to take 

responsibility for the exploitation that now brings (and historically has brought) them the 

resources to establish and maintain their status.’ The authors also reflect on the legacy 

of colonialism that has privileged the language used in British universities, as well as 

their ‘colonial heritage’ (ibid, p. 39) in places like Singapore. An argument is made 

about the structural colonialism of the globally dominant institutions who ‘export’ (ibid, 

p. 38) their education to other countries and the flow ‘out from poorer countries to richer 

countries in the form of overseas student fees.’ Further and paradoxically, there is a 

sense in the current study of the globally mobile elite British families using their social 

and economic advantage to colonise the most elite spaces within the HE field (Brooks 

and Waters, 2009), including in the UK, reinforcing a stratified market and reproducing 

their class privilege. As a result, British young people living in places like Rotherham, 

like those in Millthorpe Academy, are socially and culturally marginalised, not only in 

the context of the British class structure, but in relation to dominant global forces and 

structures. 

 

7.2.2. HE guidance in schools 

There were significant disparities between the two schools in terms of the support that 

was offered to students. As I outlined in Chapter Five, students at Apollo International 

School had a department on campus (‘HEGS’) focused solely on guiding students 

through the processes of choosing and applying to universities. There was a concerted 

effort within the school to deliver support that was tailored to each individual student 

from the age of around 14, sometimes extending beyond time spent as a student at the 

school – in the case of Jude, he said the HEGS had offered to coach him through his 

SATs once he had left the school. Noah explained, ‘the school's great cos they've got 

the [HEGS], so I never had to like worry about thinking of uni cos everyone's always 

helped here’. At Millthorpe Academy, however, no such service was available and 

guiding students through the UCAS application process was a responsibility shared 

predominantly by the head and deputy head of the sixth form. Although an institutional 

habitus was evident at the school whereby particular ideas had become popularised 
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about what the students should be reaching for (such as applying for Russell Group 

universities), the kind of tailored support available at Apollo International School was 

almost entirely absent at Millthorpe Academy. As Lucy explained, ‘we were just kind of 

told [by our teacher] like go on UCAS and we’ll show you how to apply for university, 

but they don’t tell us what universities we can apply to’. She felt the kind of support she 

had access to in school was insufficient, meaning she struggled to navigate the UCAS 

application process. 

This is perhaps unsurprising, given the financial pressure placed on schools in recent 

years and the impact funding cuts have had on their capacity to provide adequate 

careers guidance (Hughes, 2017). Donnelly and Evans (2016) have argued that this 

kind of guidance provided in school can be crucial, particularly for families where there 

is less in the way of cultural capital (that is valued by the field) and knowledge about 

HE on which to draw. Furthermore, the pupils from Millthorpe Academy gave the 

impression that thinking about their options had not been their priority and had not 

really been discussed in school until quite recently, certainly not until they were in the 

sixth form. This resonates with findings from Reay, Harry and Ball (2005) that young 

people from better-off backgrounds take a longer run-up to this process, carefully 

considering their options over time, while the young people in their study from working-

class backgrounds were having to rush through their applications at the last minute. 

That was not quite the case at Millthorpe Academy and Apollo International School; 

however, the guidance processes in school certainly reflect this to some extent. 

This also reflects the temporalities of the students’ decision-making and orientations 

towards the future. For example, I showed through Chapters Four and Five how the 

participants from Millthorpe Academy sensed that their place was ‘stuck’ in the past 

and that, in a sense, they had stopped progressing forwards in some respect. This was 

reflected symbolically in their lateness in deciding on where they might like to go to 

university. On the other hand, those from Apollo International School were continuously 

pressing forward on a journey to ‘becoming’ someone. Jude in particular was not really 

‘settled’ where he was. He was simply on a ‘stop-off’ in Singapore, on his way to 

somewhere else, and orienting towards the future. 
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7.2.3. The effectiveness and scope of ‘widening access’ policymaking 

The findings of the study also echo criticisms in the literature about ‘widening access’ 

policy rhetoric, which has traditionally shifted responsibility for young people’s 

outcomes away from structural inequalities in society and onto young people 

themselves. Leaders on both sides of the political spectrum in the UK have bemoaned 

what they see as a deficit of aspiration in young people. Former Prime Minister Gordon 

Brown suggested that ‘poverty of aspiration is as damaging as poverty of opportunity 

and it is time to replace a culture of low expectations for too many with a culture of high 

standards for all’. Later, as mentioned in Chapter Two, his successor David Cameron 

argued similarly that a ‘toxic culture of low expectations’ is holding back the UK 

(Cameron, 2012).  

Boliver (2013, p. 358-359) has argued that, in addition to this rhetoric that blames 

individuals, successive governments’ widening access policies have been inadequate 

in their focus: 

… almost exclusively on eliminating barriers to university application (DFES 

2003 & 2004; BIS 2011b & 2011c; OFFA 2012) when clearly what is needed is 

a policy that promotes not only equality of opportunity to apply but also equality 

of treatment in admissions. 

Boliver suggests there are hidden biases present in university recruitment processes, 

especially in elite institutions. Evans et al (2019), focusing on the Welsh context, argue 

further that ‘widening access’ policies have not resulted in standard programmes that 

universities follow; they are subtly different across institutions and reflect individual 

universities’ priorities for league table positionality. Furthermore, and to reiterate 

Boliver’s point, opening up routes of access to all does not mean that those from 

Millthorpe Academy had necessary opportunities, direction and knowledge of how to 

apply – not just formally, but how to acquire a place, how to play the ’rules of the [HE] 

game’ (Bathmaker, Ingram and Waller, 2013) – at particular kinds of university. As we 

saw in the current study too, the chance of applying to certain universities can be 

complicated because of the perceived reputation of an institution, as well as its 

geographical location and sense of social and cultural identity as a place. There was 

not a sense, then, in the current study that anyone can apply anywhere; it is far more 

complex than this.  
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Arguably, this is in part because policies aimed at expanding HE and widening 

opportunities to partake have not addressed underlying social and spatial factors that 

shape student im/mobilities. An example of a ‘barrier’ to engaging with the vast range 

of institutions for Sophie was, on the one hand, her close relationship with her family 

and friends in her locality. On another hand, however, it was because she lacked the 

economic capital to travel far to attend open days. It was also because her sense of 

what was geographically distant was more extreme than her classmates and her 

knowledge about UK geography was relatively poor. My argument here is not that 

Sophie needed to or should have been considering universities outside of her 

immediate locality; it is that she was resigned to choosing from options that were 

located within a small geographic area on account of her limited access to capitals and 

resources, as well as her strong attachment to home and her limited mobility beyond 

her locality. This is exacerbated further by the first implication I draw on in this chapter: 

that if universities from farther afield are not attempting to engage directly with young 

people in areas like Rotherham, Sophie’s space of possibles – her ‘chances of access 

to different positions… and expectations for what was possible’ (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 64) 

– is limited. In contrast, the students at Apollo International School are privileged by 

this opening up of HE spaces, and particularly by the globalising agenda of HE. The 

routes from schools like Apollo International School to elite universities in the UK have 

become routinised and made possible and expected because of the recruitment visits 

institutions make to the school each year and the well-trodden pathways alumni had 

forged.  

The apparent inadequacies of widening access policy then has implications for social 

mobility. Improving social mobility through HE has ostensibly been at the heart of WP 

policymaking (Connell-Smith and Hubble, 2018). However, on one hand, global 

competitiveness and further national stratification have occurred alongside widening 

access policymaking, changing the nature of the HE field and how universities behave. 

On the other hand, policy itself has lacked emphasis regarding the social, cultural and 

other spatial distances young people perceive between themselves and institutions. 

Moreover, the current study has brought these issues to the fore, challenging popular 

discourse around ‘aspirations’ and ‘widening access’ by demonstrating how young 

people’s higher education choices and imagined futures are not driven by their capacity 

to aspire but by their social and spatial identities and circumstances.  
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7.3. Recommendations 

One way in which the students from Millthorpe Academy could be given a better 

understanding of the range of HE options potentially available to them would be to 

encourage institutions themselves to broaden their engagements with schools within 

the UK and particularly in more socio-spatially ‘peripheral’ places like Rotherham. This 

could be done initially through a greater research focus on inter-regional mobility for 

university study in the UK and by engaging with students in areas of low mobility to 

establish the reasons for this. The suggestion here is not that immobility is necessarily 

an indication of disadvantage, nor of a lesser choice; there are a variety of reasons why 

young people choose not to move far away for university. However, as Donnelly and 

Gamsu (2018) have shown in their research on regional patterns of spatial im/mobilities 

within the UK, the decision whether or not to be mobile is mediated by a ‘broader 

geography of uneven economic development’ within the UK; it also has implications for 

the future opportunities available for students once they graduate. It is important, 

therefore, that young people are at least afforded equitable opportunities to explore the 

full range of options available.  

This could be done by providing funding as part of a more equitable and tailored WP 

approach to facilitate increased engagements between schools like Millthorpe 

Academy and HEIs outside of their immediate local area. This would ensure that 

students like Sophie and others at the school at least have a greater range of options 

introduced to them while they are making decisions about where to study. It could also 

ensure that applicants become more aware of the processes involved in HE – from the 

application process, to study abroad and career options. It could ensure that, in places 

like Rotherham, where the young people potentially feel ‘stuck’ and peripheral to the 

lines of power that link institutions with the globally mobile elite, students feel they have 

some kind of connection or link to the kinds of institutions that align themselves more 

closely with schools like Apollo International School. 

My second recommendation is that WP initiatives and activities should be targeted 

more specifically at the pupils who require them most. Although data on who was 

classified as a WP applicant at Millthorpe Academy was not sought, it seems 

reasonable to assume that whatever support was available in school was not providing 

many of the students with enough information about the processes involved in 

transitioning to university and how to make an informed choice about where study. If 

students like Sophie, living in a marginalised locality and who expressed anxiety at the 
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thought of navigating the unfamiliar social field of HE, are expected to figure out these 

decisions by themselves and without adequate support, many will struggle to 

participate. This is essential if improving social mobility through WP – a goal of 

successive UK governments – is a serious objective. 

Thirdly, and in relation to the above, schools should be provided with additional funding 

specifically for the purposes of delivering HE guidance and support in school. Given 

continued to cuts to school and education funding in recent years, which has impacted 

on the quality (Moote and Archer, 2018) and extent of provision of careers guidance in 

schools (Hughes, 2017), it is understandable perhaps that schools like Millthorpe 

Academy are unable to provide an adequate level of tailored support to its students 

that the pupils from Apollo International School enjoyed.  

Fourth, the massification of HE itself should only be considered a commendable 

objective politically if it serves all university applicants equitably. Currently, it is argued 

that students from wealthier backgrounds are far more likely than other students to 

pursue international student mobilities, whether short- or long-term (Brooks and 

Waters, 2011). From this perspective, I would recommend that funding and resources 

aimed at encouraging and funding international opportunities are targeted more 

equitably, socially and spatially, among social groups and across the country. 

Fifth, although some progress has been made via the introduction of contextual 

admissions to mitigate for social inequalities among university applicants, such 

measures are implemented at the discretion of institutions themselves. These 

measures are also under-researched. Contextual admissions policies utilise applicant 

data – such as ‘previous eligibility for free school meals’, as well as school and 

geographic data – and make offers of places to students who meet lower grade 

boundaries, if they meet criteria (Boliver et al, 2017). Contextual admissions policies 

also have the potential to account for the hidden processes and biases that prevent 

students who do not possess the cultural capital valued in the field from affecting their 

chances of gaining places (Zimdars, Sullivan and Heath, 2009; Boliver, 2013). 

However, Gorard et al (2019) have pointed out that many of the measures currently 

used as part of contextual admissions are potentially unjustified as measures of social 

disadvantage. I recommend further research into how contextual admissions can be 

utilised in more effective ways, followed by their wider implementation throughout the 

HE sector. 
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Sixth, repeated calls for quotas to be introduced at elite UK universities that seek to 

diversify student populations could be supported and extended to include quotas for 

students from elite international schools. Although perhaps a less realistic prospect, the 

idea here is potentially to limit or cap the proportion of students from elite international 

schools attending a particular university or group of universities. 

Seventh, and finally, governments in countries like the UK, which has a high number of 

international schools, could encourage greater integration of these schools with the 

mainstream education system. This could involve requiring such schools to share 

resources and/or facilities with local state schools. This would of course require a 

greater deal of political will from the government of the day to reduce social inequities 

in education systems. 

 

7.4. Limitations of the study 

A greater range of schools could have been included in the study. This was part of the 

initial plan for the study and I did conduct some interviews in other schools. However, 

various logistical and planning issues prevented the inclusion of this data. Including a 

wider range of school types and students could have added greater nuance to the 

study. For example, it could have allowed for analyses of wider social factors to be 

considered, such as ethnicity and gender, both of which have spatial dimensions.  

Another limitation, which I addressed in the methodology, related to the mapping 

exercise participants were provided with. The two groups were presented with different 

maps; the students in northern England were provided with regional and UK maps, 

while those in Singapore were given maps of the UK, Singapore and the world. As I 

mentioned in Chapter Three, this was in part because the students in Singapore were 

recruited at a later stage and the project had developed. Retrospectively, it would have 

been useful and enlightening to provide the students at Millthorpe Academy with world 

maps, in order to understand their mobilities and wider spatial imaginaries beyond the 

UK. 

Further, it would have been beneficial to follow-up on the participants involved in the 

study, including finding out how their imaginaries measured up with the choices they 

eventually made. While this was possible at Millthorpe Academy, it was not at Apollo 

International School. Furthermore, it was not possible to find out the predicted or 
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achieved grades of students from either school. I had anticipated finding this out from 

the gatekeeper at each school but in hindsight, it would have been efficient to ask 

participants if they were willing to provide this information during their interviews. 

Finding out students’ grades could have provided helpful indications about their 

choices and whether students from each school aimed ‘higher’ or ‘lower’ than the 

grades they were eventually awarded; Murphy and Wyness (2020) have shown that 

predicted grades, for instance, are typically inaccurate and disproportionately 

disadvantage poorer applicants. Obtaining this information, then, could have 

highlighted other ways through which the students from the two school in the current 

study are differentially positioned through schooling processes in relation to the HE 

field.  

Additionally, it would have been beneficial to expand on the various courses the 

students were currently studying at school, as well as the courses they were 

considering studying at degree level. Some data was collected in this regard. For 

example, students from Millthorpe Academy listed the A levels they were studying and 

those from Apollo International School discussed to varying degrees their chosen IB 

pathways, as well as the additional SATs for which some had opted. However, these 

lines of inquiry were limited within discussions, and I omitted to explore in significant 

detail why students had selected particular pathways of study, now and in the future. 

Exploring more thoroughly individuals’ conscious decision-making could potentially 

have revealed a good deal more about the classed and spatialised nature of curriculum 

options and choices, and the implications of these for their imagined futures (Kenway 

et al, 2017). For example, it would also have been beneficial to know how students had 

decided what courses they were currently studying, as the number and type of 

qualifications they acquired would have affected their higher education options going 

forwards. 

 

7.5. Scope for future research 

The innovative methodology co-developed for and used as part of this study has been 

proved highly effective for revealing the unique ways in which young people imagine 

social relations across space. It revealed the important boundaries young people 

imagine, as well as the social and cultural distances they perceive between themselves 

and other places and futures. In the future, research which pays attention to young 

people’s wider spatial imaginaries would benefit from further development of the 
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methodology used in the current study. This could include providing a greater 

opportunity for participants to choose their own spatial vantage points and the scales of 

the maps they complete. Ideally, this would require involving participants themselves in 

deciding on the scale of their own maps, perhaps using Geographic Information 

System (GIS) software as part of a software application.  

The study provides scope for future longitudinal research of this kind which could 

include engaging with students once they have started their HE courses. This would 

enable the researcher to account for both the imaginaries and imagined futures 

students anticipated, as well as the kinds of futures these imaginaries actually 

produced. Studies could also include a greater range of schools in order to elicit more 

examples – and relational examples across multiple sites, as Donnelly and Gamsu 

(2019) have done – of how place mediates student mobilities and youth transitions in 

different ways.  

Furthermore, the study opens up new avenues for research in these fields. The 

findings have underlined how young people’s imagined futures are shaped by various 

social and spatial processes and by the unique social and spatial boundaries and 

structures they perceive. Future studies could examine how ethnicity, for example, 

which is intrinsically linked with place and often mobility, orients young people towards 

the future in different ways.  
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Appendix A: Participant information sheet, consent form and questionnaire 
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Appendix B: Mapping exercise – Millthorpe Academy 
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Appendix C: Mapping exercise – Apollo International School 
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Appendix D: Contextual information about participants 

Table 1. Contextual information (questionnaire data) for participants from 

Millthorpe Academy. Highlighted in green are the HE destinations for each 

participant. This data was not provided for participants at Apollo International 

School. 

Name Ethnicity Gender HE choices 

(destination in 

green) 

Parents’ HE 

quals and 

occupations 

Other family 

with quals 

Serena White 

British 

Female Course: ‘Law’ or 

‘sports law’ 

Institutions: 

Newcastle; 

York; Lincoln; 

Manchester; 

Sheffield Hallam 

Parents did not 

attend university. 

They run a 

‘family-owned 

business.’ 

Cousin – 

University of 

Sheffield 

(previously) 

Nicky White 

British 

Male Course: 

‘Politics’ or ‘law’ 

Institutions: 

Edinburgh; 

Newcastle; 

Nottingham; 

Manchester; 

Liverpool 

Parents did not 

attend university. 

Mother is a ‘store 

manager’ in 

‘retail’ and father 

is a ‘postman.’ 

Brother – 

University of 

Newcastle 

(current) 

Kiri11 Black 

African 

Female Course: 

‘Medicinal 

chemistry’ or 

‘medicine’ or 

‘psychology’ 

Institutions: 

Leeds; Durham; 

Parents did not 

attend university. 

Mother is a 

‘carer’ for ‘the 

elderly/children’ 

and father is an 

 

Brother – 

University of 

Leeds 

(currently) 

 

 
11 Kiri was the only student from Millthorpe Academy who had lived outside of Rotherham. She had 
lived in Nigeria, London and Coventry. 
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Manchester;  

Re-sat Y13 

‘accountant/car 

dealer.’ 
Cousin – 

University of 

Texas 

(currently) 

Alexa British 

Asian 

Female Course: 

‘Nutrition and 

lifestyle’ 

Institutions: 

Sheffield; 

Huddersfield; 

Leeds; Sheffield 

Hallam 

Father attended 

University of 

Exeter and 

mother attended 

University of 

Sheffield. 

Parents’ 

occupations not 

listed. 

No 

information 

provided. 

Harry White 

British 

Male Course: 

‘Mechanical 

engineering’ or 

‘Royal Navy 

engineering 

programme (part 

degree’) 

Institutions: 

Sheffield; 

Southampton; 

Leeds; Joined 

Royal Navy 

Father attended 

University of 

Sheffield and 

now works as a 

‘business 

director.’ 

 

Cousin – 

University of 

Loughborough 

(previously) 

 

Cousin – 

University of 

Manchester 

(previously) 

Sophie White 

British 

Female Course: 

‘Primary 

education’ or 

‘nursing’ 

Institutions: 

Sheffield; 

Sheffield 

Hallam; Leeds; 

Hull 

Parents did not 

attend university. 

Mother ‘attends 

college’ and 

‘volunteers at a 

primary school’; 

father ‘works in a 

palette yard.’ 

Not aware of 

any family 

members 

attending 

university in 

the past. 
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Lucy White 

British 

Female Course: 

‘Psychology’ or 

‘English 

literature’ 

Institutions: 

Edinburgh; Hull; 

Edge Hill; 

Edinburgh 

Napier 

No information 

provided. 

No 

information 

given. 

Megan White 

British 

Female Course: 

‘Psychology’ or 

‘drama’ 

Institutions: 

Hull; 

Nottingham; 

Leeds 

Mother attended 

University of 

Hull; father did 

not go to 

university. 

Mother is a 

‘support worked’ 

and father is a 

‘warehouse 

packer.’ 

Brother and 

sister both 

attended 

Sheffield 

Hallam 

University. 

 

Uncle and 

Aunt both 

attended 

University of 

Sheffield. 

Imogen White 

British 

Female Course: 

‘Medicine’ or 

‘biology’ or 

‘psychology’ or 

‘neuroscience’ 

Institutions: 

Edinburgh; York; 

Sheffield’ 

Cambridge; 

Newcastle 

Parents did not 

attend university. 

Mum is a ‘sales 

manager’ and 

father is ‘self-

employed’ and 

‘runs a computer 

business.’ 

No 

information 

provided 

Iris White 

British 

Female Course: ‘Law’  

Institutions: 

University of 

Mother attended 

Bishop 

Grosseteste 

Sister – 

University of 
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Law (Leeds); 

York; Chester; 

Gap year 

University and 

father attended 

Sheffield Hallam 

University. 

Mother is a 

‘teacher’ and 

father is an 

‘accountant.’  

Manchester 

(currently) 

 

Grandmother 

– University of 

Sheffield 

(previously). 
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Table 2. Contextual information (questionnaire data) for participants from Apollo 

International School. 

Name Places 

lived 

Gender; 

ethnicity 

HE choices 

(destination 

in green) 

Parents’ HE 

quals and 

occupations 

Other family 

with quals 

Alistair Venezuela, 

Burma, 

Scotland, 

UK, United 

Arab 

Emirates, 

Singapore 

Male; 

Half 

Scottish, 

half 

Burmese, 

half 

Eurasian 

Course: 

‘Geography’ 

Institutions: 

Durham; 

University 

College 

London (UCL); 

Edinburgh; 

King’s College 

London (KCL); 

London School 

of Economics 

Mother 

attended 

Yangon 

University 

(Myanmar) and 

father did not 

attend 

university. 

Mother is a 

‘housewife’ 

and father is a 

‘pilot.’ 

No 

information 

provided 

Jude Surrey, UK 

and 

Singapore 

Male; 

White 

British 

Course: 

‘Marine 

biology’ 

Institutions:  

Australia: 

James Cook; 

University of 

Sydney; 

University of 

West Australia; 

USA: San 

Diego; Tampa; 

Stanford 

Mother 

attended 

University of 

Hull; father 

attended 

Brunel 

University, 

London. 

Mother is a 

‘director’ of a 

health and 

fitness 

company; 

father is the 

‘CEO’ for a 

No 

information 

provided. 
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global logistics 

company. 

Felix Leicester, 

UK and 

Singapore 

Male; 

Chinese 

Course: 

‘National 

service in 

Singapore’; 

potentially ‘law’ 

or ‘computer 

science’ in the 

future 

Institutions: 

‘Somewhere in 

Europe, 

Canada or 

Australia’ 

Both parents 

attended 

University of 

Leicester. 

Mother ‘works 

with the 

government’ 

and father is a 

‘doctor.’ 

Uncle – 

National 

University of 

Singapore 

(previously) 

Emily Singapore Female; 

White 

British; 

Chinese 

Course: 

‘Geography’ 

Institutions: 

Durham; UCL; 

Edinburgh; 

KCL; 

Loughborough  

Mother 

attended 

Oxford 

Brookes 

University and 

Father did not 

go to 

university. 

Mother is an 

‘occupational 

therapist’ and 

father is a ‘civil 

engineer.’ 

Information 

not provided. 

Zahara Singapore Female 

Asian 

British 

Course: 

‘Ancient 

history’ or 

‘English and 

music’ 

Father 

attended 

University of 

Manchester 

No 

information 

provided. 
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Institutions: 

Leeds 

 

and University 

of Sheffield, 

and mother 

attended 

Silliman 

University. 

Father works 

in ‘education 

development 

(IB)’ and 

mother is 

unemployed. 

Noah Hong Kong, 

Belgium, 

Germany, 

UK 

Male 

Asian 

British; 

Indian 

Course: ‘Sport 

science’ 

Institutions: 

Loughborough; 

Bath; Exeter; 

Surrey 

Mother 

attended 

university 

(unknown) and 

father attended 

Stanford 

University, 

Wharton 

University and 

London School 

of Economics. 

Mother is an 

‘entrepreneur’ 

and father is a 

‘CEO.’ 

Sister – 

University of 

Technology, 

Sydney 

(previously) 

 

Brother – 

Brunel 

University 

(previously) 

Emelia Singapore, 

London, 

UK, 

Edinburgh, 

UK, Hong 

Kong, 

Canada 

Female; 

White 

British/ 

white 

other/ 

Asian 

Course: ‘Life 

sciences’ or 

‘liberal arts’ 

Institutions: 

Canada: 

McGill; 

Toronto; UK: 

UCL 

Both parents 

attended 

Simon Fraser 

University. 

Mother is a 

‘Pilates 

instructor’ and 

Grandfather 

– University 

of Ottawa 

(previously) 

 

Aunt – 

University of 

British 
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father is a 

‘banker.’ 

Colombia 

(previously) 

 

Aunt – 

University of 

British 

Colombia 

(previously) 

 

Grandfather 

– University 

of Oxford 

Ella  Oman, 

Switzerland, 

United Arab 

Emirates, 

Singapore 

Female; 

White 

British 

Course: 

‘Music 

composition 

and 

performance’ 

or ‘musical 

theatre’ or 

‘popular music’ 

Institutions: 

Canada: 

Toronto; UK: 

Royal Northern 

College of 

Music; Royal 

Conservatoire 

of Scotland; 

Liverpool 

Institute of 

Performing 

Arts 

Holland: 

Utrecht  

Father 

attended 

University of 

Oxford and 

mother 

attended Royal 

Northern 

College of 

Music. Both 

parents teach 

at Apollo 

International 

School. 

Uncle – 

University of 

Manchester 

 

Uncle – 

University of 

Oxford 
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Sashi London, UK 

and 

Singapore 

Female; 

Indian 

Course: 

‘Medicine’ 

Institutions: 

Queen Mary’s, 

London; 

Dundee; 

Keele; 

Glasgow; 

Loughborough 

Both parents 

attended 

University of 

Delhi and both 

work in 

marketing. 

Cousin – 

University of 

Bombay 

(currently). 

 

Cousin – 

University of 

Cambridge 

(currently). 

 

Aunt – 

Parsons 

University 

(New York) 

(previously) 

 

Cousin – 

University of 

Bournemouth 

and 

University of 

Delhi 

(previously) 

 

Cousin – 

Tata Institute 

of Social 

Sciences 

(India) 

 

Grandfather 

– University  

reflof Delhi 

(previously) 
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Phoebe UK and 

Singapore 

Female; 

White 

British 

Course: 

‘Sport, health 

and exercise 

science’ or 

‘sport 

management 

and coaching’ 

Institutions: 

Loughborough;  

Edge Hill; 

Newcastle; 

Bath; Durham 

Mother 

attended 

university 

(unknown) and 

father studied 

at a university 

in Singapore. 

Mother is 

‘head of 

learning 

support’ at 

another 

international 

school in 

Singapore, 

where her 

father is a 

‘head of 

department.’ 

No 

information 

provided. 

Jess Indonesia 

and 

Singapore 

Female; 

Mixed 

(Greek 

and 

Indian) 

Course: 

‘History and 

psychology’ or 

‘history and 

literature’ 

Institutions: 

New York 

University; 

Sheffield; 

Bristol; 

Edinburgh; 

Leeds 

Mother 

attended 

University of 

Liverpool and 

is now a 

‘global media 

manager.’ 

No 

information 

provided.  
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Appendix E: Example of interview schedule 

Interview schedule used for Sophie’s interview (Millthorpe Academy) 

Key questions and sub-questions 

1. Could you talk me through your map and how you completed it? 

i. Red and blue areas – what do they mean? 

ii. Why have you written ‘Wales/London’? 

iii. Why do you like London because it’s busy but also like 

Ireland because it’s quiet?  

iv. What are the ‘nice buildings and sites’ in London? What 

does this mean? 

v. Regional map – why are these places circled in red? 

 

2. Home 

a. Where is ‘home’?  

b. How do you conceptualise home? On what scale do you define 

‘home’? In relation to other places? 

i. Why is it important to be ‘close to home’? (UK map) 

c. What’s it like living here? How would you describe your place to a 

visitor? Sense of belonging? Who lives here? How do you think 

others perceive your place? 

 

3. Connections to places elsewhere 

a. Connections to other places – e.g. family, friends, hobbies, 

holidays, mobility within/beyond UK 

b. Social networks – important people in your life and where they are 

i. Who are your family in Wales? (UK map) 

ii. Questionnaire – your grandad has lived in London before? 

Why? 

 

4. Social class/socioeconomic situation 

a. Family history higher education? Pressure? 

b. Cost of higher education 
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c. Family income (what do your parent(s) do? – see questionnaire, 

parents’ jobs) How do you spend your free time?  

 

5. University choices 

a. Where? (What institutions and courses? What type of institutions? 

What places? Why? Fitting in?)  

b. Where would you like to go and where is possible/realistic? 

i. Sophie – why would you rather ‘stay local for university?’ 

ii. Why Manchester, Leeds, Hull, etc.? Something about those 

places/institutions? 

c. Beyond university – careers, where you will live 

d. How do school talk about higher education? 
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Appendix F: Sophie’s map of the UK 
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Appendix G: Nicky’s map of the UK 
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Appendix H: Kiri’s map of the UK 
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Appendix I: Jude’s map of the world 
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Appendix J: Zahara’s map of the world 
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Appendix K: Emelia’s map of the world 
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Appendix L: Noah’s map of the world 

 




