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1 Abstract  
 

One of the main criteria universities use to adapt admissions policies to meet 

widening participation objectives is to guage whether or not a student is a first 

generation applicant to higher education. Research has shown that potential 

undergraduates to higher education with parents who are graduates are likely 

to make the transition from school to university, while those whose parents 

are not graduates are less likely to do so. Parents have a major role to play in 

advising and guiding the progression of tomorrow’s undergraduates and 

graduates.  

 

The research was carried out in autumn 2007 with the co-operation of schools 

and parents of students in 17 Edinburgh and Lothian state secondary schools. 

700 questionnaires’ were distributed to the parents of students preparing to 

make UCAS applications. This was followed by two focus groups involving 14 

parents. The results show that there is a relationship between parental 

education and occupational background, parental aspirations for their children 

and the school the children attend. The research demonstrates that parental 

and family background as well as school attended affects the expectation of, 

and support given, to students preparing to apply to university. The research 

also reveals the limited extent to which parents utilise the professional careers 

and guidance services inside and outside of schools. The study collates and 

analyses parents views’ of the services and the issues relating to support for 

young people applying to university. 
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2. Introduction  

The research question: 

 

The research asks if there is a difference in paren tal background and 

parental support for children attending two separat e groups of 

secondary schools. It asks if school attended, fami ly and parental 

background affects the support given to children. I n discussing the 

support given to students by parents the research a lso asks whether 

parents utilise professional guidance and other ser vices available to 

them. The study collates the parents’ views of serv ices and aims to 

assess the ability of parents to support their chil dren at an important 

time, when they are preparing to apply to universit y.   

 

Lothians Equal Access Programme for Schools 

This research has been carried out by the Director of Lothians Equal Access 

Programme for Schools (LEAPS). LEAPS is a partnership of City of 

Edinburgh Council, East Lothian Council, Midlothian Council, West Lothian 

Council, Edinburgh College of Art, Heriot-Watt University, Napier University, 

Queen Margaret University, Scottish Agricultural College, The University of 

Edinburgh and Careers Scotland. LEAPS is a widening participation project 

aiming to promote social inclusion and equality of opportunity by facilitating 

increased participation and success in higher education of young people in 

Edinburgh and Lothian. Eligibility for LEAPS support is partially dependent 

upon the school attended by the student.  In the schools categorised in this 

research as group B (9 schools in the priority LEAPS Group 1 category) all 
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students are entitled to LEAPS support due to the low progression rate to 

higher education. (See table 4.1 and LEAPS Annual Report 2006-2007) 

 

For a student not in a LEAPS classified Group 1 school (a LEAPS Group 1 

school has progression to higher education below 21%) social, economic and 

cultural disadvantage is the main eligibility criterion. The criteria below help 

school staff identify students who are at risk of academic underachievement 

or have limited aspirations due to social or economic factors that might inhibit 

a school student from choosing or progressing onto higher education: 

·  Low income family  

·  First generation in family to apply to higher education 

·  Long term parental unemployment  

·  Subject to negative peer/community influence 

·  Large/complex family 

·  Family in receipt of benefits 

·  Long-term mental/physical illness or disability of a family member  

·  Family break up/single parent families  

·  Overcrowded or substandard accommodation 

·  Other adverse family circumstances (EG domestic violence/alcoholism) 

 

In line with many other careers and education related service providers 

LEAPS engages with parents as key clients. Services must respond to the 

needs of the client group to be successful, therefore engagement with parents 

is important. LEAPS sets the level of service provision by concentrating 

resources based on progression to higher education (see table 4.1). By 
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looking at this table it is evident that there are schools sending a high 

percentage of students to higher education and there are schools that do not. 

When set up in 1996 one of LEAPS’ aims was to try to improve progression to 

higher education. Whilst it is certainly true that progression to higher 

education in all of the 46 schools in Edinburgh and Lothian has risen over the 

period of LEAPS existence, the gap between the schools at the bottom and 

the top has not narrowed significantly.  LEAPS, continues to deliver a menu of 

workshops, on campus promotional activity for students and parents, a one to 

one guidance service and an 8 week pre university access summer school.  

 

The literature review registers research by Perkins and Peterson (2005) Irving 

(2000) Gayle et al (2002) and Crozier (1997) and others who detail the 

influence of parents on students making a successful transition to higher 

education and other post school destinations. Is there more that teachers, 

careers advisers, LEAPS and other service providers can be doing to help 

students and parents who do not have the advantage of a knowledgeable, 

experienced and supportive background in relation to higher education?     

 

The research asks if there is a difference in parental background and parental 

support for children attending two separate groups of secondary schools. It 

asks if school attended, family and parental background affects the support 

given to children. In discussing the support given to students by parents the 

research also asks whether parents utilise professional guidance and other 

services available to them. The study collates the parents’ views of services 
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and aims to assess the ability of parents to support their children at an 

important time, when they are preparing to apply to university.   

 

This research is not confined to the parents of chi ldren who take part in 

LEAPS activities.  The research is designed to assess the impact of parental 

background on the support given to children preparing to make the transition 

to higher education. It will discuss the concerns and anxieties of parents as 

students’ progress towards the transition from school to university. The views 

of the respondents and the contributors to the Focus Groups will be reviewed 

and the implications of the research will feed into the future planning of 

LEAPS. 
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3. Literature Review 
 

UK government policy (both centrally and devolved) on widening access to 

higher education,  has helped to develop a growth in universities and colleges 

reaching out to young people from backgrounds categorised as ‘non-

traditional’ in terms of familial, economic and cultural factors relating to higher 

education.  The government has set a deadline of 2010 for 50% of all 18 to 

30-year-olds to participate in higher education. Commenting on the fact that in 

England and Wales this target has still to be met in the Guardian 28th March 

2007 Education Minister Bill Rammel stated: 

"The government remains committed towards the 50% target - it is a social 

and economic necessity and the continued rise that we are seeing in 

participation is encouraging." 

It is true participation does continue to rise. The UK government see the rise 

in the number of graduates as an essential component to building a 

successful economy to challenge the UK’s major competitors the USA, Japan, 

France and Germany. All of these countries have greater numbers of students 

entering and graduating from higher education. 

 

The Graduate Premium  

The financial benefits of a higher education have been well known for many 

years and whilst economic advantage is not the sole reason for young people 

entering higher education it is a prime consideration for most students and 
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their parents. A recent study in February by Universities UK 2007, titled: ‘The 

Economic Benefits of a Degree’  found:    

 

‘….that whilst the average earnings premium associated with higher education 

for men is approximately 15%, the earnings premium for men from lower 

socio economic groups was approximately 19-20% (compared to 9-14% for 

men from higher socio-economic groups).’ (Universities UK 2007 p 6) 

 

Another Key finding is: 

 

‘Combining income and employment effects, the gross additional lifetime 

earnings (in today’s money terms) of a representative undergraduate degree 

over and above 2 or more A Levels is £160,000’  (Universities UK p 2) 

 

The report also details the incremental rise in value of qualifications from 

£35,000-£45,000 for HNC/HND upwards. The benefits to society which 

include improved health, standards of living and greater career prospects are 

now generally accepted as part of the graduate/diplomat premium. 

 

Social Class and entry to Higher Education 

What is significant about this research is that it shows that graduates can earn 

significantly more across their lifetimes. By encouraging more young people 

from non traditional backgrounds to enter higher education the government is 

also aiming to tackle patterns of disadvantage not only for this generation but 

for future generations as we know that students from higher education 
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backgrounds will themselves encourage their children to aspire to access 

higher education. This conclusion was reached by Gayle, Berridge & Davies 

(2002).   

 

‘Attending an independent school increases a young person’s likelihood of 

studying for a degree. At the same time, having graduate parents increases a 

young person’s likelihood of studying for a degree. The increased likelihood of 

studying for a degree for these young people who have graduate parents and 

attended an independent school is not equivalent to the sum of the individual 

positive effects of these two factors.’ (Gayle et al 2002 p 15) 

 

This study also takes into account a number of variables which account for 

the decision to enter higher education one of which is whether a student is 

state or independently educated and finds: 

 

..’attending a state school does not appear to have a large effect on the 

likelihood of a young person with graduate parents studying for a degree. 

Young people who attend state schools and did not have graduate parents 

had the lowest likelihood of studying for a degree.’ (Gayle et al 2002 p 15) 

 

In other words if your parents are graduates there is every likelihood that you 

will go to university regardless of what type of school you go to. The 

conclusion details other factors which influence students’ chances of 

accessing higher education and social class and parental education feature 

amongst the findings.  
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‘The answer to our primary research question namely ‘net of attainment, do 

external influences such as family’s social class, parental education, gender 

and ethnicity influence a young person’s chance of studying for a degree?’ is 

an unequivocally ‘yes’.  (Gayle et al 2002 p 16) 

 

Some of the research into higher education access of students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds concentrates on the affects of familial and socio-

economic issues in relation to access to the UK’s prestigious Russell Group 

institutions (Russell Group, are some of the UK’s leading higher education 

research institutions). Whitehead, Raffan and Deaney (2006) sought to 

‘identify factors that encouraged or discouraged highly successful A Level 

students from applying to Cambridge’. 

 

Issues of concern for the researchers were that some students felt that they 

could not apply to Cambridge for fear of rejection and that coping with this 

rejection might affect their confidence. They also found that some students 

saw the process of applying to Cambridge as different from ‘standard’ and the 

bureaucratic ‘hassle’ as a barrier to making an application. 

However the researchers again found that: 

 

‘It was also the case that those who decided not to apply were of lower socio-

economic status than those who did apply. It could well be, therefore that in 

the process of weighing up the advantages and disadvantages, the school 

students who are the least likely to have parents with experience of HE are 
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the ones who are most likely to decide, in the end, not to apply to Cambridge 

and presumably to other prestigious universities.’ (Whitehead et al 2006 p 23) 

 

This issue has also been raised by Forsyth and Furlong (2003), Furlong and 

Cartmel (2005) in their trilogy of projects for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 

 

In the second of these papers Forsyth and Furlong recorded the experiences 

of applicants and students. Their perception of how they would ‘fit in’ in 

prestigious institutions reveals that they believe that their class, family 

background and even their religion militates against a constructive 

experience. This student perceived the Russell Group of universities as elitist: 

 

“See, this is before we even went down (to an interview for Cambridge), I was 

sitting saying to (fellow applicant). I mean what is the point in us trying this 

because look at how many minority groups that we are in. Not only do we go 

to a comprehensive school, we are Catholics, I am a girl, I mean we are 

Scottish, need we say anything else.”  (Rachel, female degree student) 

(Forsyth & Furlong 2003 p 220) 

 

Another student noted: 

 

‘I see more of a problem being a class thing. I didn’t really believe it was 

present when I started off. I thought it wouldn’t be present as it maybe is, but I 

mean there is a definite thing for the Hutchie (a private school) group. I find 

that definitely exists so if that still exists in your working life then that is 
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obviously going to be a problem for me I would imagine.’  (Forsyth & Furlong 

2003 p 220) 

 

These comments endorse the research by Whitehead, Raffin and Deaney that 

not only are students disadvantaged by class but that confidence is affected 

also. 

 

‘Cultural Capital’  

Forsyth and Furlong also looked into the reasons why young people in the 

West of Scotland study after school and found that the main motivating factor 

is to get a job. Most potential students were fearful of getting into debt and 

most will look to study a subject that has a vocational element. 

 

‘Such courses were likened to apprenticeships and were usually in more 

vocational subjects rather than in those in which the young person had 

greatest talent. These were often ‘new’ subjects (e.g. media, tourism, 

business, information technology) taught at new universities, rather than 

traditional single science subjects and humanities, which were more the 

preserve of traditional students and institutions (see Reay et al, 2001; Utley, 

2002). In other words, young people from disadvantaged backgrounds were 

pushed towards courses which offered them financial security rather than 

cultural capital.’  (Forsyth & Furlong 2003 p 222) 

 

It is possible to hear an echo of Ken Roberts work in the findings of Forsyth 

and Furlong. Roberts first wrote about “Opportunity Structure” in the late 
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1960’s and early 1970’s before Bordieu articulated the notion of cultural 

capital. Roberts as a sociologist noted that most career related research was 

written from a psychological perspective and was based around the notion 

that clients had occupational choices. He then tried to refocus the debate 

away from individuals and the idea of choice. He has refined his ideas since 

but maintains the view that opportunity is dictated by social and cultural 

factors such as education and background: 

 

‘My conclusion remains that young people’s opportunities are governed by the 

interrelationships between their backgrounds, educational attainments, local 

job opportunities and employers’ recruitment practices, and that the 

opportunity structures thereby created offer by far the most powerful 

explanations of the directions that individuals careers will take. I concluded 

that setting choice processes at the core of explanations of how young people 

reached their occupational destinations was a grave mistake. An implication 

was that the role available for careers guidance was more limited than 

psychology based choices, and were governed by surrounding structure of 

opportunities.’  (Roberts 1997 p 345) 

 

In the third of the Rowntree research papers Furlong and Cartmel (2005) 

found that few of the cohort interviewed attended ‘elite’ institutions and that as 

a result their choices and opportunities were limited: 

 

‘Few would argue that the graduate labour market represents a level playing 

field in which careers and associated rewards are distributed on the basis of 
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achievements on degree courses. The types of courses taken and the ways in 

which they provide access to particular structures of opportunity are important 

(Naylor et al 2002; Brennan and Shah 2003). So too are the types of 

institution: we can debate the academic comparability of degrees from 

different institutions, but the graduate with a degree from a Russell Group 

university (the UK’s top 19 research-intensive universities) is likely to have 

access to a greater range of opportunities than someone graduating from a 

‘new’ university or college of Further Education (FE), even if they both have 

first class degrees in the same subject.’  (Furlong & Cartmel 2005 p2)  

 

Furlong and Cartmel, are describing the impact of what has become known as 

cultural capital an idea advanced by Bordieu in 1970’s. There appears to be 

some consistency here as many other researchers endorse similar findings. 

Paul Greenbank (2006) concludes that students from working class 

backgrounds are not really being encouraged to apply to elite institutions 

through their widening participation programmes. He states that elite 

universities rarely take into account a student’s background or look holistically 

at an applicant and warns: 

 

‘…institutions have to be careful that holistic approaches (to widening 

participation) do not inadvertently disadvantage those from working class 

backgrounds by privileging middle class cultural capital (see Bordieu, 1997).  

(Greenbank 2006 p257) 
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Greenbank agrees with Forsyth and Furlong regarding the impact of current 

university recruitment policies and is critical of the Russell Group Universities 

and their motives: 

 

‘The problem with the approach currently adopted by HEIs is that bright, but 

less well qualified, working class students continue to be under-represented in 

elite universities and on high demand courses. As a result, working class 

students are more likely to go to less prestigious institutions and enrol on 

lower status courses. This is important because this disadvantages them in 

the graduate labour market (see for example Brown, 1997; Harvey et al, 1997; 

Hesketh 2000) which means the stratified system of higher education that 

currently exists helps to produce class inequalities.’  (Greenbank 2006 p 257) 

 

Parental Influence 

Cultural capital that is owned by the middle classes has been entrenched by a 

series of education acts and other acts such as the Parents Charter passed 

by a succession of UK governments according to Crozier (1997). She states 

that ‘Parent power, it would seem, is a pre requisite for gaining educational 

success.’ In her study Empowering the Powerful, which involved a 3 year 

study of parental involvement in their children’s education, the conclusion 

reached following a programme of interviews and questionnaires was that: 

 

‘In spite of the climate of the market and the expectations on parents to call 

teachers to account, it is still middle-class parents who are most active in 

this.’….. 
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She noted that there is; …reluctance of working class parents to question the 

professional knowledge of the teachers….and that  ‘…working-class parents 

tend not to hold a specific vision of their child’s future. Without such it is 

impossible for them to direct and guide their child to appropriate credentialling 

and thus intervene on their child’s behalf if the school is failing the child in that 

particular endeavour.’  (Crozier 1997 p 197) 

 

A different perspective on parent power is taken by Irving (2000), who 

recognises that parents have been ‘politically empowered’ in the UK but 

hesitates to suggest that this is all beneficial to the child or the parent. He 

notes: 

 

‘..the knowledge of middle class parents might also still be confined to the 

social and economic world of their past which, for many, is rapidly changing 

due to the impact of globalisation and technological advance.’   

(Irving 2000 p 5)  

 

Irving warms to the theme of parental involvement in careers education but is 

cautious regarding the notion of ‘parental partnerships’. Like other 

researchers he identifies unrepresentative powerful parent groups as a 

danger to ideas of social justice.  Nevertheless Irving believes that parental 

partnership and involvement in education can be a good thing for everyone, 

with professional teachers and careers advisors blending their expertise and 

knowledge with the commitment of the parent to support their child in the 

decision making process.  
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There is much research based evidence to suggest that parents have a 

fundamental role to play in influencing the decisions made by their children.  

 

In the report Positive Influence? A report into parents’ attitudes to their 

children’s career choices in which the Constructionskills partnership 

conducted a survey of over 600 parents of children under 18 found that: 

 

‘62% of parents in the AB social classes want their children to go to university, 

compared to only 37% of parents in DE social classes.’ 

 

‘40% of parents in DE social classes want their children to learn a trade or 

craft, compared to only 26% of parents in AB social classes.’ 

 

So if we accept that, parents do have a strong influence and the 

ConstructionSkills research also found that: 

 

‘71% of parents believe that the biggest influence on their children’s career is 

one or both parents’ 

 

‘59% of parents believe they shouldn’t have much of an influence on their 

children’s career choices.’  (ConstructionSkills 2007 pp 4, 5 & 6) 

 

Combining these findings might suggest that others influencing young people 

must ensure that young people receive balanced, impartial and objective 
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advice and guidance. There appears to be a bias towards expectations 

dependent on the students familial and socioeconomic background and yet 

59% of those surveyed feel they should not have too much influence. 

 

McGrath & Millen (2003) set out to investigate parental influence and financial 

factors affecting progression from school/college to higher education and 

consider the implications for practice. The researchers found that parents are 

consulted by the young people they interviewed in relation to making higher 

education decisions more than advice and guidance services. Another 

interesting finding is that friends in school and college are consulted with even 

more regularity than parents to find out about higher education institutions. 

Friends were as big an influence as parents when it came to filling in 

application forms.   

 

There are papers from an international perspective in the developed world 

that suggest that the findings of UK based researchers are not unique. 

Perkins and Peterson (2005) acknowledge work in Germany, Canada, USA 

and UK crediting parents with a valuable role in helping students through 

transition periods beyond compulsory education. Perkins and Petersons 

research and evaluation of ‘Parents As Career Transition Supports (PACTS) 

was carried out in Australia and the impetus for this research was to help 

parents become better equipped to act as supports to children in making 

career decisions and to ‘avoid social exclusion associated with unemployment 

and inactivity.’ Their research noted that although very influential, parents are 
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not the only individuals who influence young people and this must also be 

recognised, Careers Advisers, teachers and others do have a role to play. 

 

‘When students were asked who they would like to talk to about what to do 

after finishing school. The most common response was careers counsellors 

(74%) (see table 5.6). However parents were the second most highly rated 

group, with 63% of students saying they would like to talk to them about post 

school options. The advice is clearly in high demand by these students and it 

could be assumed that compared with careers counsellor, parents would be 

better placed to provide the time consuming ongoing support that is required.’  

(Perkins & Peterson 2005 p 12) 

 

The research concludes: 

 

‘An important finding related to this (PACTS workshops and information) is the 

strong positive relationship between parents’ education level and the 

likelihood of having discussed post-school options, indicating that students 

from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, whose parents are likely to have a 

lower educational level, are likely to miss out on this crucial support without 

programs like PACTS in place.’   (Perkins & Peterson 2005 p 22)  

 

It is possible to conclude that parents do have a great deal of influence. Of 

those who are ‘first generation’ applicants to higher education most will decide 

to stay at home.  Many are likely to be young people from what are variously 

called ‘working class’, ‘none traditional‘ or ‘disadvantaged’ backgrounds. The 
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choice to stay at home is governed by financial considerations. In such 

circumstances parents will have a strong influence and as Forsyth and 

Furlong amongst others have shown, working class students will view 

studying as a means to an end, an apprenticeship and a way of gaining 

access to the work place. These students are less likely to study more 

esoteric subjects such as philosophy, English literature or the history of Art. 

They are less likely to choose high pressured places at Russell Group 

universities for cultural reasons. Fewer students from working class 

backgrounds achieve high enough grades to access universities such as 

Oxford and Cambridge and if those that do feel that they are entering an alien 

culture, one that will not be welcoming to them, then the result is that more 

barriers are erected and the students will find access to highly pressured 

courses an even greater challenge. 

 

Parents who have been through the system and ‘know the ropes’ will 

encourage their children to apply to the ‘elite’ universities. However, Irving 

does raise a note of caution in that a parents frame of reference in relation to 

the labour market, technology, colleges or universities might not be the same 

as that of the student. He makes an eloquent case for the role of the 

professional in conjunction with the parent.  

 

In the UK today there are around 55,000 undergraduate degrees to choose 

from, so professional guidance is essential for students to be able to weigh up 

the options open to them. It makes practical sense for professionals, such as 
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teachers and careers advisers to work with parents to help young people 

make informed impartial decisions. 
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4. Methodology 
 

The research was carried out by surveying parents of students in secondary 

schools in Edinburgh and Lothian. 700 Questionnaires were sent directly to 

homes or through the schools to the parents of students preparing to engage 

in the UCAS applications process in S5 and S6 for 2008 or 2009. The schools 

are all customers of the widening participation to higher education service, 

Lothians Equal Access Programme for Schools programme (LEAPS). Within 

the questionnaires parents were given the opportunity to express any 

additional views in relation to the areas of questioning. 

 

Once the replies to the questionnaires had been received 2 groups of parents 

were engaged in ‘focus group’ activity. Parents were invited to an event 

hosted by LEAPS at Craiglockhart Campus Napier University in November 

2007 and 14 agreed to be interviewed in the focus groups.  The focus groups 

give the research more context and nuance and add a qualitative measure 

and depth to the survey.  

 

Seventeen schools were selected to be involved in the research. The schools 

were selected by using a table of progression to higher education. Table 4.1 

lists the percentage of school leavers progressing to higher education over a 

5 year period in 46 state secondary schools.  The schools at the top end of 

the progression table with progression rates above 40% (group A) were 

surveyed and 9 schools with progression rates below 17.5% (group B) at the 

bottom end of the table were also surveyed. The schools represent the top 

17% and the bottom 20% of schools within the progression table over a 5 year 
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period. The schools have been selected to ensure a credible response rate. 

The schools at the top end of the spectrum all have an established tradition of 

large numbers of students making the transition to higher education (between 

40 and 54%). Whilst those at the bottom end have poor but improving 

progression rates (between 0% and 17.5%). The Scottish National average 

for progression to higher education is currently 30%. (Scottish Government 

2007)  

 

In the case of the schools with the lowest progression rate, group B, all the 

students whose parents are involved in the research are eligible for LEAPS 

support. This is not the case for those in the schools with higher progression 

rates, group A. Only students who come from a background of parental non 

participation in higher education or those from low income families or who 

have experienced circumstances which affect their studies; for example if they 

are caring for a family member, will be eligible for LEAPS support. However 

the research was aimed at all parents in the selected schools who agreed to 

take part. It was important that some parents who had experienced higher 

education were involved in the sample to give a broader spectrum of views.  
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School Progression to higher education                                      Table 4.1                                
 School Name LEAPS 

Group 

Average 5 year Progression to     

HE 2001-2005 % of school leavers 

Free School Meals 

entitlement 

Linlithgow Academy 2       53.3 %          5.3 

North Berwick HS 2       53.0 %          5.4 

Boroughmuir HS 2       50.2%          6.2 

Balerno CHS 2      45.6%          4.3 

The Royal HS 2      44.9%          6.2 

James Gillespie’s HS 2      43.%        13.9 

Currie CHS 2      40.6%          6.2 

Firrhill HS 2      40 %          8.2 

Knox Academy 2      39%        10.1 

St Thomas Of Aquins HS 2      38.7%        10.6 

Craigmount HS 2      36.3          5.5 

St Margaret’s Academy 2      35.7%        11.3 

Beeslack CHS 2      34.2%          5.5 

Queensferry CHS 2      30.5%          6.6 

West Calder HS 2      30.4%        10.4 

St Kentigerns Academy 2      29.8%        15.2 

Dunbar Grammar School 2      29.7%        10.5 

Trinity Academy 2      29.5%        14.7 

Portobello HS 2      28.8%        12.4 

Penicuik HS 2      27.6%          7.1 

St Augustine’s HS 2      27.1%        18.0 

The James Young HS 2      25.9%        13.9 

Lasswade HS  2      25.3%          7.4 

Bathgate Academy 2      24.7%        20.1 

Preston Lodge HS 2      23.6%        12.3 

St David’s HS 2      22.0%        11.9 

Broxburn Academy 2      21.9%        12.6 

Musselburgh Grammar School 1      21.9%        14.0 

Whitburn Academy 2      21.6%        23.1 

Holy Rood HS 1      21.3%        23.4 

Dalkeith HS 2      21.3%        14.4 

Tynecastle HS 1      21.0%        26.1 

Gracemount HS 1      20.5%        31.2 

Ross HS 1      20.3%        20.3 

Deans CHS 1      20.0%        20.6 

Leith Academy 1      19.6%        18.9 

Broughton HS 1      19.5%        18.5 

Armadale Academy 1       17.5%        18.5 

Drummond CHS 1       16.3%        28.6 

Forrester HS 1       13.8%        14.2 

Inveralmond CHS 1       13.5%        27.7 

Newbattle HS 1       13.1%        21.3 

Liberton HS 1       13.0%        20.6 

Wester Hailes EC 1         4.8%        44.8 

Craigroyston CHS 1        N/A        46.6 

Castlebrae CHS 1        N/A        59.9 

* Scottish National Average is 30%  
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The schools at the top end of table 4.1, group A, are situated mostly within a 

location where there are very few areas of deprivation. The schools in group B 

are situated in areas where there are multiple recognised areas of deprivation. 

The samples are drawn from the schools to maximise the potential differences 

in background between the parental groups. Although this cannot be taken for 

granted and schools such as Firrhill High School do have areas of relative 

poverty within the ‘catchment’ area.  

 

The Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation identifies deprivation in data zones 

of 750-1000 people. There are 103 data zones in Edinburgh and Lothian that 

fall into the 15% most deprived in Scotland. Of these, 34 are served by three 

schools Castlebrae Community High School 10, Craigroyston Community 

High School 10, and Wester Hailes Education Centre 14. In Edinburgh City, 

the other zones are served by Broughton High School 6, Leith Academy 6. 

Forrester High School 5, Gracemount High School 5, Liberton High School 4, 

Firrhill High School, Royal High School and Portobello High School have one 

each. Midlothian has 14 deprived zones Penecuik High School and Dakeith 

High School have 4 each, while Newbattle High School and Lasswade High 

School have 3 each. West Lothian also has 13 deprived zones of which the 

rural natures of the zones accounts for 3, West Calder High School has 4, 

Inveralmond Community High School 3 and James Young High School 3. 

East Lothian has 13 deprived zones all of which are rural and it is the fact that 

they are rural and the distance from services that gives them a low score. 

 



 30 
 

The questionnaire is designed to guage four areas of interest; firstly to collate 

some background information regarding the parental and family experience of 

employment and education. Secondly the questioning moves to the parent’s 

views of what they feel their child can achieve in school and beyond. Thirdly 

the questioning looks into what measures parents take to support their child’s 

education and educational aspirations, for example do the parents spend time 

ensuring that their child is doing their homework? And would they take their 

children to visit a university? The final section concentrated on support for 

parents from professional services, universities, college and schools. 

 

The results of the focus group were produced by analysing the replies to the 

questions and looking for common themes to emerge. The responses to the 

questions showed common concerns and similar attitudes from parents’ in 

both groups. The responses from each group were categorised:  a) career 

and guidance support, b) incentives, c) encouragement, d) emotional support 

and e) experience.  So it was possible to categorise the responses under 

distinct headings in that they addressed similar themes but the responses 

were all unique to the individual respondents.  

 

Epistemology 

Philosophically the study embraces the spectrum between positivist and anti-

positivist traditions. The questionnaire addressed specific questions in a 

factual way. The respondents gave information and views using multiple 

choice options and so this can be seen as a more factual positivist approach 

(see appendix 1). Conclusions were drawn, by looking for consensus and 
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using percentages to cross compare group A responses with group B in an 

effort to find common variables and factors which related specifically to one 

group.  

 

Through the focus groups and also by asking for comments using an open 

question method, a more personal and subjective response was achieved. 

Asking open questions in focus groups elicits a different type of response to a 

paper multi choice questionnaire and while one can categorise responses 

under similar headings, it is more difficult to form a consensus or majority 

view. Therefore the responses to the questioning within the focus groups are 

more relative to whoever is reading the comments. This moves more towards 

an anti-positivist philosophical relativist position but also enlivens the study 

with more contextualised data.   

 

One can see that the questionnaire survey and the focus groups draw on 

contrasting epistemologies but the data from both provide a harmonious 

alliance in relation to answering the research question.  The qualitative data 

provides information that could not be gleaned from the survey and so the two 

methods combine to answer separate features of the question. 

 

Ethical issues 

LEAPS works with named senior teachers in all of the schools involved in the 

study and all were consulted to ensure that the study could go ahead on 

ethical grounds. Schools helped to deliver the questionnaire and letter to 

parents through students or letters were sent out to homes with a free post 
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reply envelope by the researcher. Parents were invited to take part in the 

survey and were entered into an ‘optional’ prize draw if they did so. To enter 

the draw the parents gave a mobile phone number only. The letter and 

questionnaire (appendix1) both stressed the adherence to data protection and 

no names or identification was sought in any way. It was an important part of 

the study that respondents could feel free to give their opinions anonymously.  
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5.  The Survey Results 

Parents who received a questionnaire directly to their home were parents of 

students LEAPS had interviewed. This accounted for around 300 students in 

both Group A and Group B. The other 400 were sent to the homes of S5 and 

S6 students through the 17 schools participating in the research. 

 

The data 

165 questionnaires were returned 95 from group A and 70 from group B. This 

is a response rate of 24%. This included 5 parents whose children attend one 

of the three schools with the poorest progression rates in the table who were 

interviewed by telephone. 

 

To add some context to the statistical analysis of the mail survey 14 parents 

were interviewed in focus group settings. Seven parents from group B and 7 

from group A took part in the focus groups. The focus group results are 

reported and discussed in section 6.  

 

The questionnaire contained 17 separate questions and also asked parents to 

comment on any additional support they felt that could be given to help their 

children reach their full potential (Appendix 1). The survey was split into four 

sections. The first section related to parental background gathering 

information including occupations, experience of higher education in the 

family and qualifications held by the respondent. The second phase 

concentrated on their children’s education, thirdly on post school intention and 

last a section on guidance issues and supporting parents. 
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Parental Occupations 

To gain an indication of the type of occupation the respondents held, the 

replies have been classified using the Standard Occupational Classification 

codes. Understanding the employment backgrounds of the respondents adds 

further clarity to the results.     

 

SOC codes are a way of classifying occupations into groups, each occupation 

has an individual code but here the occupations have been placed into one of 

the nine major classifications. SOC codes are used by the government 

statistical agency and others interested in economic and national occupational 

trends. The SOC codes were last reviewed in 2000 to take into account new 

occupational sector development. (Office of National Statistics 2000) 
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Parent occupational information including none SOC categories  

Table 5.1 

 

SOC Major Group   Group A   Group B 

1000  Managers & Senior 

Officials 

      13%(22)        1%(1) 

2000  Professional 

Occupations 

      23%(39)        7%(9) 

3000 Associate Professional 

& technical 

      13%(22)       14%(17) 

4000 Administrative & 

Secretarial 

      13%(22)       22%(27) 

5000 Skilled Trade 

Occupations 

        7%(12)         7%(9) 

6000 Personal Service 

Occupations 

        9%(16)       15%(18) 

7000 Sales and customer 

Service Occupations 

        2%(4)         7%(8) 

8000  Process Plant & 

machine operatives 

        4%(6)         4%(5) 

9000 Elementary 

Occupations 

        6%(10)        9%(11) 

Retired          2%(3)        3%(4) 

Unemployed          0        2%(3) 

Unemployed Health Reasons           1%(2)        2%(2) 

Deceased          1%(2)        2%(2) 

At Home          3%(5)        2%(3) 

F/T No occupation given          2%(4)        1%(1)  

Self-employed no 

occupation given 

         1%(1)        2%(2) 

Full Time Student           0        1%(1) 
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Of the 95 forms returned for group A 17 (18%) were categorised as single 

parents as they offered no return for their partner’s occupation, this is 20% in 

total including the one percent with deceased partners. 

  

Of the 70 forms returned for group B, 17 (24%) were categorised as single 

parents as they offered no return for their partner’s occupation, this is 27% in 

total including the two percent with deceased partners.  

  

Table 5.2 eliminates the non SOC categorised responses. Table 5.2 

demonstrates that respondents in group A, are more than twice as likely to 

hold a professional and or senior managerial position than respondents from 

group B. 

Parent occupational information excluding none SOC categories 

Table 5.2  

Parental Occupation Table SOC-Code
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Parental Qualifications  

The respondents in group A collectively possess 84 higher education 

qualifications and this does not take into account partner qualifications, in 
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group B this number is 25 but as the sample size is smaller it is sensible to 

look at the results in percentage terms as demonstrated in table 5.3 and 5.4. 

 

Looking at the qualifications in total needs some clarification as some 

respondents hold several qualifications together. This is qualified below: 

Group A 

1 person with a degree has an HNC and HND 

1 person with a Pg Dip does not have a degree 

1 person has a Dip Ed Qualification 

2 people have an HNC and an HND 

1 person has an HND as well as a degree 

9 people with P/G Dips also have a degree, 1 has an HND and 2 others also 

hold a masters qualification. 

The 8 people who hold Masters or PhD also hold degrees 

Teaching: a variety of teaching qualifications listed separately as PGCE, Dip 

Ed, college teaching qualifications and various teaching qualifications 

Nursing qualifications include RGN/RMN etc 

1 person has a Diploma in Social Work 

 

Group B 

2 people with an HNC also have a degree 

1 person with an HND also has a degree 

Parental educational background comparison                                                                                        

Table 5.3 
  

None 

 

o/s only 

o/s & h 

only 

 

HNC 

 

HND 

 

Degree 

 

PG/ 

Dip 

 

PhD 

/M 

 

Teach 

 

Nurse 

A 3% 14% 5% 15% 11%  32%   13%  9%   5% 4% 

B 16% 18% 3%   3% 10%  16%     4%  0%  1% 1% 
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Table 5.3 demonstrates some very noticeable differences in the figures 

between the two groups and table 5.4 illustrates at a glance where the major 

differences lie. There are significantly more respondents in group B with no 

qualifications at all. 

 

There is not a large difference between the two groups in terms of those who 

have not acquired any other qualification after Standard Grade, O’ Grade, or 

Higher level. Combining the two figures represents 19% of group A and 21% 

of group B. It is when post school qualifications are analysed that there are 

substantial differences in the two groups.  

 

There is little difference between the two groups at HND level but at HNC, 

Degree, Post Graduate Diploma and at Masters/ PhD level they are 

significant.  

 

No-one in group B has gained qualifications higher than a Post Graduate 

Diploma, whilst 9% of respondents in group A hold a qualification at Masters 

or PhD level. Table 5.4 illustrates clearly that a respondent in group A is twice 

as likely, to hold a degree than someone from group B. 
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Parental Educational Background                                                                                   

Table 5.4 

Educational Background
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Key to table 5.3 & 5.4   

 

-O/S Only = O Grade/Level or Standard Grades only   -O/H Only = O 

Grade/Level & Higher grades only 

-HNC =Higher National Certificate   -HND = Higher N ational Diploma 

-Degree = BA/BSc etc  - P/G Dip = Post Graduate Dip loma -M/PhD = 

Masters or PhD  -Teachers = various teaching Diplom a’s not listed as PG 

Dip  -Nurses = a variety of Nursing qualifications Registered Mental 

Nurse (RMN) Registered General Nurse (RGN) etc 

 

Experience of a higher education environment 

In group A 26% of respondents have parents with experience of higher 

education and 16% in group B. In group A 56% of respondents have visited a 

university for a reason other than to study. This is 22% higher than the 

respondents of group B where 38% have visited a university for a reason 

other than to study. Some parents offered reasons such as ‘to attend open 

days’. 
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Free school meal entitlement and single parent fami lies 

In group A 2% of the parents children are entitled to free school meals. In 

group B 13% of the respondents are entitled to free school meals.  

 

In group A three people were listed as retired partners of working people and 

two deceased. In total 20% of people were single parent respondents. In 

group B two people had partners who were deceased and four were retired 

and in total 27% of respondents were single parents.  

 

Parental support for their children 

In group A 93% of young people have a private area in the home in which to 

study and 83% of children of group B respondents have a private study area. 

There was little between the two groups when asked if they checked that their 

sons and daughters were doing their home work 95% of group A and 93% of 

group B claimed they did check. 

 

Parents in both groups believe that their children are studying hard. 75% of 

group A students and 72% of group B are studying for between 1 hour and 2 

hours and 30 minutes on a week day evening. Of that total 35% of group A 

and 25% of group B are studying 2 or more hours an evening. 4% of group A 

parents and 3% of group B parents didn’t know how long their children studied 

in the evening. 

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, given that there are a greater number of individuals in 

managerial and professional roles, parents in group A are 3 times as likely to 
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employ a personal tutor to support a student whilst studying. 48% of parents 

in group A have employed a private tutor, whereas 16% in group B have done 

the same.  

 

Parental expectations and measures of success 

When asked whether their sons or daughters would achieve a) standard 

grade passes, b) one or two higher passes or c) three or more highers, 96% 

of group A responded by selecting three or more higher passes. Group B 

respondents were not quite as confident although a high percentage 89% still 

felt that this was probable and no-one from either group felt that their children 

would not achieve at least one or two higher passes.  

 

When asked what they would consider to be a level of success for their 

children the respondents in group A indicated a greater expectation than in 

group B. In group A 35% expect their children to achieve five or more higher 

passes, whilst a further 55% expect them to achieve between three and five 

highers. 5 % stated that one or two highers are expected, 1% suggested that 

standard grade passes were a successful outcome, 1% also felt that one or 

two higher passes and standard grades would be a good outcome and 1% felt 

that it was not that important. 

 

When given the same choices group B responded without the same 

confidence but parents still believed that academic excellence is expected. 

7% feel that five or more highers is a successful outcome, 67% feel that three-

five highers is a measure of success, 7% feel that one or two highers is a 
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good result, 3% standard Grades, for 1% anything from standard Grades to 

one or two highers represents success and 6% feel that it isn’t that important. 

 

Preferred parental destinations 

The tables below demonstrate the first and last choices of parents in the two 

groups. They were offered a variety of choices and there were myriad 

permutations but here the options are narrowed down to first and last choices.   

Group A first and last preference                                                             

Table 5.5 
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Group B first and last preference                                         Table 5.6 

Group B First & Last Choice
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In group A 92% indicated that attending university was the preferred option 

whilst for group B this was only 83%.  7% of group B have indicated that going 

to university would be the last option they would prefer for their son or 

daughter. 

 

University visits 

When asked if their child were to visit a university would they take them or 

would they allow them to go by themselves there did not seem to be a great 

deal of difference between the two groups.  36% of parents in group A and 

44% of parents in group B would allow them to make their own way. 41% in 

group A and 44% in group B would take them. Whilst 20% in group A offered 

a variety of reasons why students could choose to do either and 1% in group 

B gave reasons why students could choose to do either. 
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Where to study? 

One of the most interesting results of the study related to the question of 

where the parents would like their children to study. The options offered were 

a) to study and live at home, b) to study and live nearby in a flat or c) to move 

away to study. In group B 71% of parents wanted their children to study and 

live at home. Some parents gave more than one answer to this for example 

6% stated they would be happy for them to either study at home or stay in 

accommodation nearby, 23% wanted their children to stay nearby and study, 

whilst only 10% were happy for their children to move away to study.  

 

By sharp contrast 38% of parents in group A wanted their children to study 

and live at home. 43% of group A wanted their children to study nearby and 

20% were happy for them to spread their wings and move away to study.   

 

Financial concerns  

Financial issues in relation to university study seems to be a fairly universal 

concern for all parents 66% of group A and 71% of group B stated this to be 

worrying. Asked whether they would be concerned about their children 

wasting their time 14% of group A and 10% of group B felt this was a concern. 

In relation to graduate employment 43% of group A stated that they were 

worried that their children might not secure a job on graduation but 49% 

expressed this concern from group B. 
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Choosing a vocationally oriented course or a course  that does not lead 

to specific career area? 

Parents were asked whether they would prefer their children to choose a 

course that leads directly to a specific career or one that the student would 

enjoy but that does not lead to a specific career. The results show that the 

parents who took part in the survey do not particularly favour one type of 

course over the other. 

Type of university course preferred                                                                  

Table 5.7 

           Group A        Group B 

Vocationally oriented                 47%            46% 

None specific                 45%            50% 

  

7% of group A and 4% of group B did not express a preference   

                                                         

Contact with schools and other professionals 

The table below details the contact that respondents have had with 

professionals in relation to advice and guidance. 

 

Professionals consulted by parents                                                                    

Table 5.8 

  Group A         Group B 

Teachers              75%                87% 

Careers Advisers              31%                53% 

University Staff              31%                23% 

College Staff              14%                  3% 

LEAPS              14%                 30% 

Family              73%                 67% 

Other              34%                 20% 
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Teachers are the most consulted group but families also have a big role to 

play. Parents in group B interestingly seem to have more contact with careers 

advisers and group A more contact with universities. 

 

NB. All percentage calculations in this report have  been rounded. 
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6. Focus Groups 

Parental encouragement  

The focus groups looked at professional guidance and the quality of advice 

given. However the main focus related to spotting students potential to 

progress to higher education and how parents encourage and support their 

children emotionally. 

 

Whilst the study did try to search for differences between the two focus 

groups it is hard to make any great distinction. Both groups produced answers 

that could be categorised as; employing incentives, offering encouragement, 

using the benefit of experience and offering emotional support, but from those 

interviewed similar themes and levels of commitment were detected. 

 

Some of the comments in the questionnaire relate to education and career 

planning. Parents want to be involved in subject choices and want to speak to 

careers advisers to ensure that choices are compatible with early career aims. 

Yet when asked in the focus groups when the parents realised that their child 

had the potential to access higher education the replies are mixed. Three 

people stated that they realised quite late in S4 or ‘a year ago’. So whilst 

some parents will feel that this planning is vital to a positive outcome others 

really have little clue that their children are potential undergraduates until quite 

late. 

 

The questionnaire has established that parents in group A are more likely to 

be able to support their children in a number of ways and are more confident 
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that they will be successful. They are more likely to employ a tutor and they 

are more likely to be able to provide a private study area. However there are 

no major discernable differences in the way parents encourage and 

emotionally support their children. The parents interviewed in both focus 

groups showed similar levels of commitment to help their sons and daughters 

make the most of their educational opportunities. They were asked how do 

they encourage their sons and daughters to ‘believe in themselves in relation 

to academic success’ and ‘what sort of encouragement do they offer their 

children?’ The responses from both groups of parents show these parents to 

be practical, rational, realistic and resourceful in offering encouragement.  A 

parent in focus group A commented this way in response to questions 

regarding support and encouragement: 

 

‘I think by encouraging her at things she is good at. Always give her 

encouragement when maybe if it’s not going so well we’ll make time to listen 

to her and maybe not reacting hysterically to some of the dramas that go on at 

high school’ 

 

When asked ‘how do you help your child’ to believe in herself the same parent 

answered: 

‘It’s difficult that because she doesn’t have a lot of confidence and she doesn’t 

believe in herself. We try to maybe enforce that she is capable of doing 

anything she puts her mind to but its only when she gets her results and sort 

of sees from her prelims that she sees she hasn’t done too badly. Because 

she always comes home and says ‘I’ve failed Mum’ but then she doesn’t. We 
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always try to emphasis that as long as you study and as long as you do the 

best you can that’s fine.’ 

 

In relation to the same questioning a parent in group B suggested: 

 

‘We certainly encourage them yes. I believe it is important and I think its is 

important to do it at this time of life when they have parental support, I 

personally went through the Open University and it is a bit of a slog doing that 

and working full time so its better they do it this way.’ 

He added: 

‘First of all we’ve got a lot of books and if they asked for a book from the 

school they are very prompt at getting that. I also check how they are getting 

along. We take an interest in their results and we reward them financially if 

they get good grades, so that is something that keeps them focused. We are 

really supplying the materials we have a pc at home we have a lot of book 

shelves some of the things we know ours selves and if we don’t we utilise the 

web and use whatever is available to us to try to get that information. It is 

really a supporting role but in addition to that we are proactive a little in that 

we check what they are doing ask how they are doing when dates are coming 

up and make sure they are prepared and things like that.’ 

Another parent in group B added that: 

‘She is very down on herself she’s not got much confidence. As soon as you 

mention university she says ‘I’m not clever enough to go to university’. And 

she is quite an average student but the course she wants to do is veterinary 

nursing so she has to go university or college by day release. I’ve tried to say 
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to her what she has to do at school it’s a means to an end. She has to have 

these subjects passed in order to get this place, when it’s a subject that is 

going to interest her she’ll probably do really well at it because she is 

interested in it. I have it on good authority from someone who was an average 

student who went to university and then did a masters degree once they 

found what they were interested. She was quite an average student but I have 

it on her authority that it can be done and she passed with distinction. That’s 

what I try to tell her but whether she takes it in or not I don’t know.’ 

A third from group B commented on her surprise at her son’s artistic aptitude: 

‘I think by 3rd year when he chose his subjects his art was showing up well 

and the teachers were saying the same thing he’s got quite a talent for the art 

side of things. Actually he’s aiming higher than me. He’s aiming for 

Architecture which I’m not sure he can do. But he thinks he can do it so I’m 

not going to hold back on him. He lacks a lot of confidence, hates being the 

centre of attention, but visiting the university has been a great thing he wants 

to come.’ 

 

The comments do produce distinct themes, firstly the issue of confidence is 

raised and these parents recognise they have a key role to play in motivating 

and encouraging the students. Methods may vary but they are attempting to 

offer incentives to encourage a positive response and raise confidence. 

Secondly they comment on their reactions to events by staying calm or by 

continuing to offer encouragement and support. 
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Thirdly although none of the parents interviewed had attended university ‘in 

the traditional sense’ (one has an Open University qualification) they are able 

to bring in experience from outside. One talks of a friend who was an average 

student and another parent talked of his experiences working towards his 

Open University qualifications.  

 

What is clear from both the comments from the questionnaire and the focus 

groups is that the parents who have engaged in this research are a committed 

and supportive group who want the best for their children. Such parents can 

be seen as a resource through which guidance practitioners, advisory 

services and information providers can work.  
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7. Discussion 
 
 
Parental Background 

 

Class 

To collectively generalise about the class of the respondents would be 

unwise, but there are certain factors that distinguish the two groups and can 

lead to a relatively clear definition. Group A can be seen as a more middle 

class group than group B. There are more respondents in professional, 

managerial and senior roles in group A than in B. There are more people in 

group B who have children with a free school meal entitlement. More 

respondents in group A have been able to pay for a private tutor than in group 

B.  

 

There are other significant differences in the backgrounds of the parents in 

group A and group B. For example there are twice as many graduates in 

group A as there are in group B and there are more respondents in 

possession of other higher education qualifications in group A. 

 

What is striking about the replies from the group B respondents is that 16% 

have no qualifications at all. 18% have Standard grade or O’ grade passes 

only and 3% have O’ grade/ S’ grade and higher grades only. 28% of 

respondents have a variety of other post school qualifications some in 

combination with O’ grades and Higher. In group A only 3% have no 

qualifications and 19% have not progressed beyond O/S grade or higher 

grade. 
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Additionally group A schools have an established tradition of students going 

on to higher education and the parents of students in these schools have a 

greater cultural understanding of higher education. 26% have a parent who 

has been through higher education and 56% have visited a university for a 

reason other than to study. 26% might not appear to be particularly high but 

when one considers that only 8.5% (Archer, Hutchings, Ross 2002) of the UK 

population were in higher education in the 1960s and the grand parents of 

today’s S5 and S6 students will pre-date the mass expansion of higher 

education in the late 1980’s and 1990’s this is a relatively high figure. The 

results also show that group B respondents have less familial and first hand 

experience of higher education.   

 

The responses to the questionnaire do provide some answers and evidence 

to support the premise implicit in the question that between the two groups of 

schools there are differences in parental and family backgrounds that affect 

the support given to children. The study supports the notion that parents with 

more professional and managerial backgrounds and greater academic 

qualifications, have higher expectations, are more confident about those 

expectations being met and are more able to support their children, for 

example through access to a tutor, than those of the group of parents whose 

children attend the lower achieving schools. 

 

This evidence echo’s Crozier’s (1997) finding in her paper Empowering the 

Powerful. Crozier makes the point that parents act as consumers of education 

indirectly, but in this study it can be argued that 48% of group A and 13% of 
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group B are directly consumers of education in that they have employed a 

tutor to support their children’s education. It is perhaps surprising that 13% of 

those in group B have also been able to do so. However, this does indicate 

that a high proportion of respondents in group A are not only more 

economically able to go down this route but that it has occurred to them to do 

so. Their knowledge, economic advantages and ability to utilise information 

has helped them to exploit this resource in greater numbers than the parents 

of students in group B.  

 

University choice, finance and employment  

Other elements of the research provide evidence to support the theory that 

the parents in the more middle class group A are more confident regarding 

the benefits of higher education. For example one of the most striking results 

of the survey is the fact that 71% of parents in group B would like their 

children to stay at home and study.   

 

Whether this is due to the fact that parents know of so few student role 

models moving away from home to study or that financial considerations are 

the main concern is not clear. However this finding can also be interpreted as 

parents lacking confidence for their sons and daughters to make a more 

challenging decision. It is consistent with the work of Forsyth and Furlong 

(2003) who found that students from the West Coast of Scotland were reticent 

about travelling to prestigious universities in England and elsewhere. Coupled 

with this 71% a further 23% of parents would prefer their children to study 

near to home. If we accept that parents are major influencers of students 
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(McGrath & Millen 2003) and they are adverse to their children moving away 

to study, this makes the task of attracting working class students from 

Edinburgh and Lothian to Russell Group universities outside of Scotland hard 

to achieve. On November 27th 2007 the BBC website (BBC, 2007) reported 

‘Private pupils grab top courses’. The article noted that: 

 

The acceptance rate for private pupils who applied in 2006-07 to Russell 

Group universities - which include Oxford and Cambridge - rose from 62.5% 

to 65.6% 

 

And that 

 

Only 54% of students at Oxford University and 57% of students at Cambridge 

are drawn from state schools.  

 

Given that there is a cultural gulf in relation to higher education progression, 

between many state schools, as demonstrated by the progression table (4.1) 

in the methodology, and another one between successful state schools and 

the independent sector, this report adds another dimension to the task of 

widening access to the 20 major UK research institutions. Forsyth and 

Furlong (2003) have identified that students from working class backgrounds 

find it hard to ‘fit in’, Whitehead et al cite the Connor & Dewson (2001) finding 

that working class students feel ‘isolated in an alien culture’, Keys, Mason & 

Kendall (2002) noted potential applicants expressing a view that Oxford and 
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Cambridge were ‘elite institutions’, this news item does nothing to help 

counter the view of students expressed in the above research. 

 

If parents from working class backgrounds want young people to stay at home 

it makes the task of ‘elite institutions’ trying to encourage diversity so much 

harder. All of which re-enforces Furlong and Cartmel (2005) and Greenbank’s 

(2006) position that cultural capital and access to the upper echelons of the 

labour market will remain mostly the preserve of the upper and middle 

classes. Bright articulate and well qualified working class people will remain 

under-represented in the top research institutions in England, as they are not 

encouraged by their parents to move away from home to study. This is not to 

say that students cannot achieve academic excellence by studying at home 

rather recognises that parents do not appear to be encouraging students to 

break down barriers. 

 

However for parents in Edinburgh and Lothian the reality has little to do with 

breaking down barriers and challenging the best universities to attract the best 

minds. The concerns are somewhat more mundane. One parent in group B 

whose children attend Liberton High School put it like this: 

 

“My child will be going to university next year. However, the course he wants 

to do is not in my child’s home town. He is a young school leaver and I’m very 

apprehensive about how my child is going to cope and finance his studies and 

accommodation. Your child is looked after whilst staying at home and I feel 

that leaving home and having to move to a different town is a huge leap. And 
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can incur many problems. I believe that’s why so many students drop out in 

their first year of university studies. As a working class parent I will not be able 

to afford to send my child extra income. I can only offer moral support.” 

  

Although acknowledging that the majority of parents in group B do not seem 

particularly willing to see their sons and daughters leave home to study the 

number in group A, who want to see this outcome is not particularly high, 

although it is double that of the parents in group B. 20% stated they would like 

to see their children move away from home to study. However 43% would be 

happy for them to leave home and study nearby. 

 

In the questionnaire both groups stated that the financing of study is a 

concern, (group A 66%, group B 71%) and when asked to offer further 

comment at the end of the questionnaire this issue is raised by individuals in 

both groups. However there were more comments and more specific 

comments relating to this issue from the parents in group B. This single parent 

of students at Drummond Community High School states:  

 

“I have two children who will go to university, probably, at the same time – 

both away from home. (2008-2009) Top up fees are a great worry for me 

although I am on a reasonable wage, I am a lone parent and struggle to save 

money for this.” 

 

Unless the children are planning to study outside of Scotland this parents 

concerns are based on misinformation. 
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There is a fear prevalent with many respondents that financing children in 

higher education will be an expensive enterprise. Many respondents simply 

ask for more information on financing study, others want to see greater help 

for parents and students to pay for education. 

  

Forsyth and Cartmel (2005) summarise the Forsyth and Furlong (2003) 

finding that finance is a significant issue for disadvantaged students when 

choosing where to study: 

 

‘Limited financial resources and cultural orientations led many disadvantaged 

young people to apply and enrol for shorter courses at less prestigious 

institutions. They often chose courses closest to their parents’ homes so as to 

limit costs; where it could be avoided young people did not leave home and 

sometimes chose courses on the basis of the lowest daily bus fares.’ (Forsyth 

and Cartmel 2005 p 1)  

 

The questionnaire coupled the issue of finance with that of employment 

prospects. The respondents were also asked whether they were concerned 

about their sons or daughters wasting their time and whether they were 

concerned about employment prospects on graduation. 49% of group B 

respondents felt they were concerned about the job prospects for their sons 

and daughters after graduation. In group A the number was lower at 43% 

which provides an indication that those in group A have a better grasp of the 

potential economic benefits of higher education. Unemployment in the East of 
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Scotland has not been a significant economic problem for over a decade. The 

Scotland Office press release for March 2007 stated:  

 

“The number of people in work in the three months to January 2007 reached a 

new high of 2,512,000 – up by 33,000 over the quarter and by 53,000 over the 

year.” (Scotland Office 2007)   

 

So it is perhaps surprising that parents are so concerned about employment 

prospects for graduates.  

 

Whitehead et al (2006) cite Conor and Dewson (2001) who found that the 

reasons for students wanting to study for a degree were many but that 

employment prospects were at the top of the pile. 

 

‘a second group of potential influences was the broad experiential and social 

aspects of attending a university. These included increased independence, 

autonomy from their family, meeting new people….and so on. However, these 

were, on the whole secondary to the perceived education labour market 

advantages of higher education.’ (Whitehead 2006 et al p15). 

 

Given that these two issues are of more concern to the respondents in group 

B it is perhaps not surprising that parents do not wish students to travel too far 

from home if they feel that they will be economically challenged by such a 

move. 
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Forsyth and Furlong (2003) have characterised the choices made by young 

working class students in the west of Scotland as pragmatic, they see the 

choice of course as a means to an end. The students view the courses like an 

apprenticeship and they choose vocational courses which will lead directly to 

employment. So it is somewhat surprising that when asked whether they 

would prefer their children to choose a course that leads directly to a specific 

career or a course that they enjoy even it doesn’t lead directly to a specific 

career, that there is no discernable difference between the two groups. The 

parents in the two groups here did not lean one way or another on this issue, 

in fact 50% of group B selected a course that the student would enjoy but did 

not lead directly to an occupation or vocation. The parents in both groups 

were relatively evenly split on which was the best type of course to study.  

 

Parental Support and expectancy 

The questionnaire looked at other areas where parents can support their 

children. Students in group A are more likely to have a private study area than 

group B and both sets of parents indicated that their sons and daughters were 

investing long hours of study to secure good grades and that they checked 

that they were doing their home work.  

 

When asked to rank preferred post school options both groups indicated in 

large numbers that they would like to see their sons and daughters progress 

to university. However given that the respondents selected to take part in the 

study were parents of students capable of gaining at least the minimum 

entrance qualifications for university admission, the response was by no 
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means unanimous. In group A, 92% of parents chose university as a first 

option and for group B this is 83%. In group B seven percent of respondents 

suggested that this would be their last choice preferring instead employment, 

training or apprenticeship options. A large majority were in favour of their 

children going to university but it is perhaps worrying that 17% of group B and 

8% of group A do not see this as their preferred choice, particularly if the 

student is being encouraged by his or her school and organisations such as 

LEAPS to make this transition. However there may be many reasons why 

parents believe other options are preferable and as this question was not put 

it is unprofitable to speculate. 

 

Not all parents are in favour of the expansion of higher education. One parent 

in group A whose children attend Lithlithgow Academy had strong views on 

the increased promotion of higher education and suggested that: 

 

“Too much emphasis is placed on children going to university. Very little 

option for training while working appears to be available. There are a lot of 

mixed ability students who will find full time university study very difficult. But 

they are almost exclusively led down this path. Perhaps this is one reason for 

high drop out levels? 

 

It would be good to know of part time university or college study linked with 

work experience where the qualification could be obtained over a longer 

period more suited to the academic learning potential of these students.” 
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However this parent also wanted his own children to go to university. 

 

The survey produced interesting results when the parents were asked to 

guage what level of attainment they thought their children were capable of 

and a supplementary question asked what they considered to be a success 

for their child.  96% of group A stated that they believed that their sons and 

daughters would achieve three or more higher passes. A large majority of this 

group also believes that examination passes are a stronger measure of 

success 35% believe five or more, higher passes are a measure of success 

whilst a further 55% selected between three and five highers. So there is a 

small drop off between expectation and measure of success (see results 5) 

only 1% felt that passing exams was not that important 

 

Group B respondents do not express the same degree of confidence 89% felt 

that their sons and daughters would achieve three or more higher passes, but 

only seven percent felt that five or more passes was a good measure of 

success and 67% feel that three-five highers is a good result. So although 

89% believe that their children will achieve three or more highers they do not 

value this as success as highly as those in group A. 6% stated that the exam 

results are not that important. 

 

This result is an important demonstration of the confidence and expectation of 

the more middle class group A. It also demonstrates a degree of 

measurement by all the parents who expressed a real expectation against an 

outcome or measure of success.   
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Guidance  and professional help  

The final part of the questionnaire deals with support for parents and whether 

they have accessed the various professional services available to them. A 

high percentage in both groups have spoken to teachers with regard to 

guidance 75% in group A and 87% in group B. 53% of respondents in group B 

had spoken to a careers adviser however only 31% has done so in group A. It 

was the issues of careers guidance, careers advisers, access to advisers, and 

guidance teachers that provoked the most animated response, particularly, 

although not exclusively from individuals in group A. Concerns in this area 

were also raised by two participants in the focus groups.  

 

Some of the comment is critical but a theme also developed and one which 

supports Irving’s (2000) thesis which reconfigures ‘career education and 

guidance, locating it centrally within the curriculum and relating it more closely 

to social and familial worlds that student and parent inhabit’ (Irving 2000 p9 

cites Irving & Raja 1998).  There was also support within the focus groups for 

a parent, teacher and careers adviser partnership, early intervention, and 

access to guidance staff and careers advisers. Here are some of the 

comments in relation to careers adviser and guidance teachers: 

 

Parent a) 

“I would have liked careers advice for child, and child and parent from a 

teacher who has also known him as he has progressed through school and 

not from a remote ‘careers guidance’ person.” 
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Parent b) 

“I would like to see formal guidance from the careers person worked into the 

school timetable from S1 upwards (if not primary level) and a good 

relationship being built up between the careers guidance person and the child 

or a teacher who has known the student and had an active part in this 

development over years, give careers guidance. I am of the opinion that there 

was little careers guidance when I was at school and little has changed today. 

I would also like to have more involvement with the school on the subject of 

careers guidance for my kids.” 

 

Parent c) 

‘I have to be quite clever to ensure she gets the right advice. I think 

sometimes the school situation can be a bit condescending towards them and 

some teachers treat them a bit like children and don’t encourage them as 

much as I would maybe like sometimes relationships can be difficult and they 

all get tarred with the same brush and I think the relationship is not always 

there with all the teachers. So I think it’s up to us to make sure we get as 

much as we can especially when she is thinking of doing something as life 

changing as going to university.’  From Focus group A  

 

Parent d) 

 “More info about careers. A lot of this is done with the young person 

themselves which is right, but parents could do with more info evenings 

perhaps”. 
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Parent e) 

“I have not been given the opportunity to speak to the Careers Adviser or the 

person who deals with uni applications assistance at school.” 

 

Parent f) 

“School should give a higher profile to Careers Advisers to work with parents 

and pupils on an  individual basis.” 

 

The majority of the above are taken from respondents from group A. Irving’s 

note of caution regarding how in touch parents are is echoed here in some of 

the responses. This parent is commenting on supporting a student’s decision 

making: 

 

“It is very difficult as some courses are so cutting edge, I can’t be sure what 

they really are about.” 

 

One respondent feels that ‘very’ specialised help is required for them to 

understand what their son or daughter is applying for by: 

 

“Asking professionals in the know about the standing of courses offered by 

various unis, ie Geosciences, asking at the Edinburgh Geological society.” 

 

So it is clear that many parents from both groups would like greater access to 

careers professionals and some are ambivalent or hostile with regard to the 

quality of advice being given to students. Many parents in both groups do not 
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appear to be utilising the professional services available. In the focus groups 

two parents in particular commented on the access and the quality issue. But 

this parent commented on her experience of searching for careers guidance: 

 

“…. we had to search it out ourselves.  It is available to them at school but not 

that we were aware of. We had to be proactive to get information on it and it 

wasn’t easy to get hold of the information. ….We took him last year to see a 

Careers Adviser just because we were so green. We didn’t really know 

anything because it’s changed so much since we were at college. And it’s 

helped us to understand what subjects it’s best for him to take to lead to what 

he wants to do. We did look at the internet, careers pages and the options 

that were there, being a bit pro active…….once we got an appointment and 

met up with her, we were very happy with the information, it was the getting 

there that was difficult.’ Parent from Focus Group B. 

 

This parents experience was positive in the end but the issue again is one of 

gaining access. By contrast a parent of a student at Newbattle High School 

was less complimentary when asked to comment firstly on the issue of access 

and then on the quality of careers advice given: 

 

‘We had to go outwith the school to get an appointment. You don’t get to meet 

with the careers adviser. The students get to see the careers adviser and it’s 

done in second year as well and they can be little **** at that age. If they are 

not doing well academically they tend to aim them quite low and I feel they 

don’t listen to them at that age but they out grow these stages.’ 



 67 
 

 

She added; 

 

“Well I know that when my daughter was talking about the children’s nursing 

I’d already done a lot of research myself and when she went in she was given 

half the amount of information that I already had and so I found that a bit 

rubbish. She told the careers adviser that my mother had already phoned and 

had been told this and that and she was flummoxed. So I wasn’t very 

impressed with that particularly subject anyway.” 

 

Opinion will always vary in relation to the quality of advice given and it is 

important to balance the critical with the positive. Many respondents are very 

happy with the level of expertise and do feel that the support already offered 

is sufficient and in some cases ‘excellent’. But access to careers advisers, 

guidance staff and other support networks such as LEAPS must be as open 

to parents as it is to students. 

 

If a model such as the one proposed by Irving (2000) were in place then some 

of the concerns expressed by parents could be addressed. Perkins and 

Peterson (2005) research evaluating the Brotherhood of St Laurence’s 

‘Parents As Career Transition Supports (PACTS) offers another model for 

working with parents using workshops and information giving sessions. The 

PACTS process acknowledges the parent as an ongoing and consistent 

adviser to the young person. Most advisers will agree that guidance and 

career education is progressive. If career education is curriculum based and 
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involves parents then potentially, educational objectives will be easier to 

achieve. By including parents in the model there is less opportunity for third 

party misunderstanding through messages relayed from adviser to student 

and then to parent. The case for curriculum based career planning and 

education is made by the comment from a parent in group A: 

 

“He had no idea what he could do & it was at the 11th hour that he made his 

choice. His choice will not be an outlet for his full range of talents and I worry 

that he will not enjoy the university course and be put off formal education.”     

 

Wester Hailes Education Centre, Craigroyston Commun ity High School 

and Castlebrae Community High School 

Up to this point the concentration of the research has centred on the two 

groups as a whole but there is another factor that needs to be considered. In 

group B three schools service 34 of the most deprived data zones in 

Edinburgh and Lothian. It is therefore important that we consider the 

responses from these three schools in isolation. Firstly by returning to the 

table (4.1) within the methodology it can be seen that progression to higher 

education over a five year period has been considered so statistically 

insignificant by the Scottish Government that only Wester Hailes Education 

Centre (WHEC) actually features on the table at 4.8% the next school 

upwards in the table has a progression rate of 13%. There is no doubt that 

within the three schools there is a lot of work to be done if progression to 

higher education is to be seen as an attainable option for more than the small 

number who have made the transition up to this point. 
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By analysing the responses to the questionnaire from the parents of students 

attending the three schools it can be seen that there are disproportionate 

variable responses. There were ten respondents to the survey from the three 

schools. 30% of the respondents, all parents of children attending WHEC, 

hold qualifications at HND level. However 70% have no qualifications at all. 

30% of respondents are unemployed there are five single parents, two 

parents are retired and only 60% have registered that university would be the 

first choice for their children, an apprenticeship, a job and a training place 

being the other preferred options. 70% are concerned about financing study. 

20% have visited a university campus for any other reason than to study. 

 

The low response to the questionnaire is not a surprise and five of the parents 

were interviewed by telephone.  

 

It must be recognised that a one size fits all service, be it a careers guidance 

service or a specialised guidance and widening participation service like 

LEAPS, will not work in schools where it is extremely difficult to engage 

students and parents alike. Resources must be applied strategically if the 

support for the parents and students in areas of deprivation is to be delivered 

effectively and results achieved. 

 

Some parents in the three schools may have low levels of literacy and they 

may not feel confident completing a paper survey. The parents may have 

greater financial worries and their children attend schools where there is very 
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little tradition of higher education progression. The survey was sent to 40 

students in the three schools, 40 students with the potential to access higher 

education and if nothing else the response rate (5 replies, before the 

telephone interviews) suggests that sending out unsolicited mail will meet with 

a poor response. This must be borne in mind when applying a strategy for 

delivery of events aimed at students and parents of students who attend 

Craigroyston CHS, WHEC and Castlebrae CHS. 
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8. Conclusion, recommendations and further research 

This is a limited study and therefore some caution must be employed in 

drawing conclusions. The response rate to the survey was good and in total 

165 people took part. However this equates to only 24% of those that were 

sent a survey. This response rate is nevertheless credible and so drawing 

conclusions based on the data returned by the respondents does provide 

some evidence for action and for future research. The study was local to the 

Edinburgh and Lothian and not national either in a UK or Scottish context and 

as such any proposals for action should take this into account. 

 

The study asks ‘if there is a difference in parental background and  

parental support for children attending two separat e groups of 

secondary schools. It asks if school attended, fami ly and parental 

background affects the support given to children’ preparing to make the 

transition from secondary school to higher education? The answer is yes 

there is a difference and yes the difference in parental and family background 

does affect the support given to children. The results of the survey clearly 

show that more parents of students in group A schools are doing more to 

support their children, are able to do more and expect more of their children. 

That is not to say that the level of support, ambition and expectation of the 

parents of students in group B schools is low. It is not. All parents want what 

is best for their children. It is just that more of the parents in group A have 

greater knowledge, information, have greater resources and are more able to 

support and advise their children in relation to higher education transition. 
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So what should be done with this information? The research does support a 

needs based strategy for service providers. For LEAPS, changes to delivery 

are already beginning and this research reinforces the need to work with 

parents and students together. A strategic resource reallocation has led to 

case worker approach being piloted in the three schools with very low 

progression. Previously LEAPS has offered the same level of service to 

students in the three schools with very low progression, as has been offered 

to other schools and at some point this has meant that students had to opt 

into the service. The research recognises that there are students from deeply 

disadvantaged backgrounds in the three schools. A case worker working with 

severely disadvantaged students may have to adopt some strategies and 

responsibilities normally assigned to parents. This study provides some 

evidence to support such a strategy. For example, parents with children in the 

group A schools are more able to offer incentives and provide first hand 

experience and information detailing the benefits of higher education that help 

students stay focussed. They are also more likely to employ a private tutor to 

support the students studying.    

 

If a student does not have a parent able to give advice, support, 

encouragement and incentives such as those employed by many of the 

parents in group A, then a case worker can help plug this gap in the short 

term. There is a case for progressive development of a programme, between 

parent, student, school guidance teacher and careers adviser/case worker, to 

promote the student’s capability to make the transition to higher education. If 

this starts as early as possible the student’s potential should not come as a 
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surprise to the parent or student. Evidence from the focus groups suggests 

that some parents discovered quite late that their children had the potential to 

go to university. Students with parents who have no experience of higher 

education and come from disadvantaged backgrounds would be the main 

beneficiaries of such a targeted programme. This form of support could be 

offered to a wider group of students. Further investigation in other schools is 

required to identify more students from severely disadvantaged backgrounds.  

 

A case worker approach is in line with the ‘More choices, more chances’ 

agenda outlined by the Scottish Government. Where by ‘doing nothing’ to 

support those in danger of disengaging with education employment or training 

(NEET) is not an option. (Scottish Government 2007) 

 

The research question also focuses on the views of parents in relation to 

utilising the professional services available to them: ‘In discussing the 

support given to students by parents the research a lso asks whether 

parents utilise professional guidance and other ser vices available to 

them. The study collates the parents’ views of serv ices and aims to 

assess the ability of parents to support their chil dren at an important 

time, when they are preparing to apply to universit y.’    

 

It appears that parents from both groups would like to have greater 

involvement in relation to careers and post school guidance issues. Events 

aimed at parents in school, (parents’ evenings for example) primarily cover 

issues of study and behaviour. Some of the schools in the study do run 
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careers events for parents in conjunction with Careers Scotland and these are 

well attended. Many parents are satisfied with the current level of service but 

there are a number, such as the parent below, who are not and would prefer a 

more ‘hands on’, planned and involved role:  

 

“Some schools have a lack of constant monitoring and they say yes just ring 

us up anytime to discuss anything but its another thing getting hold of 

someone to have a meaningful conversation. They’ve got thousands of pupils 

I appreciate that, but it can be a bit frustrating just to read the end results at 

the end of term”. 

 

Interpreting the comments and the focus groups’ responses indicates that 

school guidance staff, careers advisers, and other services need to be more 

accessible to parents. Where possible parents should be involved with their 

children when taking important decisions in schools, for example when 

making course choices. Whether a model such as the one proffered by Irving 

(2000) is practical is a moot point and whether parents would accept this as 

policy is unknown. The Brotherhood of Saint Laurence’s PACTS (Perkins and 

Peterson 2005) model may be worth further investigation as a less intensive 

response to planned parental intervention. There is an appetite for such 

innovation if the comments in the questionnaire and from the focus groups are 

to be understood. One parent from focus group B did feel that an ongoing 

curriculum based career planning partnership involving teacher, careers 

adviser and parent was a good idea. She commented ‘Oh 100% definitely’ 

when the proposition was put to her.  The case worker approach being piloted 
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in the three schools with very low progression can be seen as mirroring 

Irving’s ideas of a school, parent, adviser partnership, that also includes the 

student. 

 

Certainly a process supporting more parental involvement deserves 

consideration. Parents are empowered to influence school strategy through 

voluntary involvement in school councils, but such initiatives are open to 

Crozier’s (1997) accusation of manipulation by the middle classes.    

 

One reason for the dissatisfaction with careers guidance expressed by some 

respondents especially those in group A could be related to Careers Scotland 

policy. Until very recently Careers Scotland employed a policy of self referral. 

The results suggest students in group A rely more heavily on family and 

teachers to gain advice than Careers Advisers. One of the problems with a 

self referral system is that it relies upon the client to decide whether they need 

advice and guidance. Many of the parents responding to this study believe 

that careers guidance should have a more central role in decision making. 

Making the step from school to university is a potentially life changing 

experience. Parents are concerned about job prospects, financing study, 

where the student will study and ensuring students enjoy the experience. 

Surely it is vital that students are given professional advice? One would not 

make a life changing decision such as taking out a mortgage without 

professional advice, the same principle applies here.  
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Both in group A (43%) and in group B (49%) parents indicated they were 

concerned about their children’s employment prospects following graduation. 

Why is this? Unemployment in Scotland is currently not a substantial problem 

(Scotland Office 2007), graduate employment produces a premium calculated 

to be on average around £160,000 (Universities UK 2007) and yet parents 

fear graduate unemployment. It is often easy to blame the press for scare 

stories and headlines such as: ‘Too many graduates, too many universities?’ 

(The Scotsman newspaper 14th November 2006) which quoted Kilmarnock 

College Principal Mick Roebuck; ‘there is considerable anecdotal evidence to 

suggest that too many graduates end up stacking shelves in supermarkets.’ 

Careers Professionals and organisations such as LEAPS must promote an 

impartial and honest assessment of employment prospects for graduates. 

Many students career aims can only be accessed via university and so 

although such stories are unhelpful they can be countered by accurate 

information and informed debate.  Whilst some parents have concerns 

relating to graduate employment it has not greatly affected their aspiration to 

see their children enter university; 92% of group A and 87% of group B 

selecting university as the preferred destination for their children when leaving 

school.   

 

The results of the research indicate that schools, careers advisers and other 

services such as LEAPS need to consider how services are marketed to 

parents. If there is an unmet demand for access to services from parents then 

a review of marketing strategy to parents should be employed. From a public 
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relations point of view it is not a good sign that some parents feel that gaining 

access to professional services is difficult.   

 

Further Research 

The research shows that few parents (10%) of the more working class group 

B wish to see their children leave home to study. Funding arrangements north 

and south of the border will ensure that fewer students are now likely travel to 

England from Scotland and vice versa. There are two issues here one 

identified by Whitehead et al (2006), Greenbank (2006) Forsyth and Furlong 

(2003) that is concerned with students moving away from home to enter 

Russell Group institutions in England particularly Oxford and Cambridge 

Universities, and another which deals with moving away from home per se. 

Scotland does have its own Russell Group universities and students identified 

as LEAPS eligible annually make the transition to both the University of 

Edinburgh and the University of Glasgow in large numbers. The prominence 

of the widening participation agenda in recent years has seen admissions’ 

policies reviewed. This has lead to greater number of students identified as 

LEAPS eligible making the transition to the University of Edinburgh. 815 of the 

1259 students interviewed by LEAPS entered higher education in 2007, 218 

went onto the University of Edinburgh and 44 to the University of Glasgow 

(LEAPS Annual Report 2006-2007) and so it does seem that given 

encouragement and an ample supply of role models, students will apply to 

prestigious research institutions locally at least.  
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However in relation to the issue of moving away from home to study in 

general the research seems to support further investigation. Whilst this study 

indicates that parents would prefer students to study closer to home and 

supports the notion that  working class students are less likely to leave home, 

for reasons relating to finance and employment, (Forsyth and Furlong 2003) it 

could be that other historical and cultural factors not explored here, also 

influence these decisions. For example do parents fear that they will lose 

close contact with their children if they leave home to study?  
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APPENDIX 1 

Research Questionnaire 

This questionnaire is designed to help the research er find out more 

about the backgrounds of parents, their attitudes t owards their 

children’s academic futures and to engage with pare nts regarding ways 

in which they can be helped to support their childr en with decision 

making. The research may also help LEAPS set priori ties to deliver 

services to parents and students. This research wil l comply with the 

data protection act and the identity of no particip ant will be revealed 

within the study.  

 

Please answer the following questions: 

About you and your background 

1 About you, what best describes what you do? Please tick and give title  

    Full-time work?      

    Job Title            

    Part-time work? 

    Job Title 

    Student? 

    Course Title 

    Seeking work? 

    Carer 

    Not able to work for Health reasons? 

    Retired 

 

2 About your partner, which best describes your partner? Please tick and 

give title  

    Full-time work?      

    Job Title            
     Part-time work?  
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    Job Title 

    Student? 

    Course Title 

    Seeking work? 

    Carer 

    Not able to work for Health reasons? 

    Retired 

 
3 Did either of your parents go to university?      One:       �       Both:     �  
 
       

 

 

 
 
4 How many children of school age do you have and which schools do they 
attend? 
 
 
 
 
 
5 Are your children entitled to free school meals?     Yes       �                    No          
�  
 
        
6 What qualifications do you have? 
 

Please tick where appropriate: 

 

O’ Grades/Standard Grades       �                                      Degree  �  
 
Highers                                       �                                      Post Graduate 
Diploma �  
 
HNC                                         �                                     Masters/Phd 
  �  
 
HND                                        �                                    Other Qualification
  �  
 
If Other Qualification please state what it is:   
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7 Have you visited a university for any other reason than to study? 
Please tick: 
 
Yes                      �                                                             No                �  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About your child’s education 

8 In what ways are you able to support your child/children’s studies? 

Please tick against each question:  

 

                                                                                                  Yes                               

No 

Does your child have a private study area at home?               �               �  

 

Do you often check that your son or daughter is                     �               �  

doing the work he or she should be doing? 

 

Have you ever employed a tutor for your child?                      �               �  

 

 

 

 

9 How much time do your children spend on average studying at home on a 

weekday evening? 

Please tick an estimate  (Studying includes reading and homework) 

          No time?            �              1 hour?                        �  
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        20 minutes?         �             1 hour 30 minutes?      �  

       30 minutes?          �            2 hours                          �  

        40 minutes?         �            More than 2 hours?       �  

        Don’t Know          �  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10 You know your child better than anyone. What level of attainment at school 

do you feel they can achieve? 

      Please tick: 

                      Standard Grades                    �  

                     One or two Highers                 �  

                     3 or more Highers                   �  

 

 

11 In terms of school education what would you consider a success for your 

child? 

Please tick: 

                       Standard Grades passes            �  

                       1 or 2 Highers                             �           

                      3-5 Highers                                  �  

                      5 or More Highers                        �  

                      Not that important                        �  

 

 

About your children’s post school intentions 

12 When your son or daughter leaves school they could choose to do a 

number of things. How good an idea do you think these options are for them? 

Please number in order of best idea:  

 1 = best idea; 5 = worst idea.  For Example: Get a job 1, training 2, 

apprentice 3, college 4, University 5 

Get a Job  
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Get a training Place  

Get an apprenticeship  

Go to College  

Go to University  

 

 

 

 

 

13 If your child wished to visit a university campus for an open day would you: 

Please tick: 

 Take them                                                                  �  

 Allow them to make their own way                             �  

 

14 Would you prefer your son or daughter to: 

Please tick: 

 

            Study and stay at home                                                                 �  

            Study nearby and stay in student accommodation or a flat           �  

            Move away to another part of the country to study                        �  

 

15 Would you have any concerns or worries at all if your children were to go 

to university? 

 If so would you be: 

Please tick: (You can tick more than one if you wis h)  

 

         Concerned about financing their study?                                                  �  

         Concerned that they are wasting their time?                                            

�  

         Concerned that they will not get a job at the end of the course?              

�  
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16 Some university courses can lead directly to a specific career, for example: 

A) Engineering, nursing, teaching, medicine, law, c omputer science, 

physiotherapy, occupational therapy, architecture e tc    

Some courses do not lead directly to a specific career, for example: 

B) Philosophy, psychology, history, politics, Engli sh literature, 

communication, International relations, languages  etc  

How do you feel about a course your child might do? Would you prefer they 

work towards A or B?    

Please tick: 

 

       A) A course that leads directly to a specific career                                          

�  

 

       B) A course that they enjoy studying even if it does not lead directly to a 

specific career but  

            would lead to graduate employment.                                                          

�  

 

 

Supporting Parents 

17 Teachers, careers advisors, universities, colleges and other agencies all 

offer opportunities for parents to find out about opportunities for their child’s 

educational and future career. Have you taken the opportunity to discuss your 

child’s future with any of the following: 

                 Yes                               No 

Teachers   

Careers Advisors   

University staff   

College Staff   

LEAPS   

Other    

Family members   
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18 What kind of additional support do you feel could be offered to you to guide 

you in helping your child reach his or her full potential? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please add any other comments which you feel are re levant in the space 

below and thank you for participating: 

 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………… 

 

 


