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Abstract 

 This article analyses the influence of family and friends on students’ higher education 

plans. Using a Bourdieusian framework, it examines social class and contextual influences on 

both the structure of students’ networks and the content of interactions within them. These are 

shown to be dependent on the dispositions and capitals of both the students and the members 

of those networks. Relying on data from a questionnaire circulated among 1,645 French lycée 

students, the article shows the existence of significant social class differences in the frequency 

and nature of students’ interactions about higher education with various types of family 

members and friends. It also highlights that these differences are subject to contextual 

variations, with students from the same social background interacting differently with their 
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personal networks about their higher education plans depending on the school they attend and 

the track in which they are enrolled. 
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Introduction  

Despite the widespread ideal of ‘college-for-all’ and rising levels of enrolment in higher 

education (HE) (Goyette 2008), different social groups still have very unequal rates of access 

to certain HE tracks, higher education institutions (HEIs) and fields of study (Boliver 2011). A 

large body of sociological research has explored the different factors responsible for these social 

inequalities, including the role of tracks in secondary education and HE (Duru-Bellat and 

Kieffer 2008; Shavit et al. 2007), the rules governing national application and admissions 

systems (Frouillou et al. 2019), and HEIs’ selection criteria and procedures (Alon 2009; 

Zimdars 2010). Scholarship focusing on students has mostly emphasised the importance of the 

family economic and cultural capital available to young people as they prepare their HE futures 

(Noble and Davies 2009; Reay et al. 2001b) and the role of ‘institutional habitus’ and guidance 

in secondary schools (Olivier et al. 2018; McDonough 1997; Pugsley 2004; Reay et al. 2001a).  

In this article, we focus on how personal networks influence students’ HE plans. Our 

underlying postulate is that the structure of these networks, and the interactions that take place 

within them, significantly contribute to reproducing social inequalities. As we show in the next 

section, a large number of studies, particularly in the US, have explored the influence of both 

parental and friendship networks on students’ HE aspirations and patterns of enrolment. We 

believe, however, that key dimensions have yet to be addressed. These include, in particular, 

the frequency of discussions with, and influence ascribed to, different types of family members 

and friends, the content of these discussions, and how these factors vary across social groups 

and school contexts. To address these gaps, we draw on responses to a questionnaire by a 

sample of French students attending diverse lycées [upper-secondary schools] in the Paris 

metropolitan region1. We also believe that drawing on a Bourdieusian framework can provide 

	
1	This study is part of a broader research project exploring how networks, institutions and markets influence the 
ways in which students from different social classes engage with HE (van Zanten 2019).  	
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a better understanding of social and contextual differences in the configuration and role of 

personal networks. 

 

Background  

 As early as the 1960s, research in the US using the ‘Wisconsin model’ of social mobility 

analysed the influence of ‘significant others’ (i.e. parents, peers and teachers) on students’ 

educational and occupational aspirations and choices (Alexander and Campbell 1964; Duncan 

et al. 1968). Many studies have underlined the importance of parental involvement in how 

young people develop HE aspirations and plans (Ceja 2004; Hill et al. 2015; Perez and 

McDonough 2008; Perna 2000). This research is strongly influenced by Coleman’s theorisation 

of ‘social capital’ (1988) which emphasises the individual and collective benefits derived from 

close-knit social ties, in terms of social control and social support. Studies focusing on students 

with immigrant backgrounds have also borrowed Portes’ (1998) concept of ‘bounded 

solidarity’ and, more recently, Yosso’s (2005) concept of ‘community cultural wealth’, to draw 

attention to the importance of high aspirations, moral support, and social skills transmitted to 

these students through family and kin networks (Luedke 2020; Gao and Adamson 2022). 

Several of these studies have nevertheless emphasised that it is crucial for these students to 

receive institutional support in order to access the opportunities and resources afforded to other 

students by their family networks (Stanton-Salazar and Dornbush 1995; Perna and Titus 2005; 

Fann et al. 2009).   

 There is also a substantial body of literature on the role of students’ peers and friends. 

Some of the initial studies in this area examined the relative influence of parents and peers, and 

generally concluded that parents have the most decisive impact on students’ HE aspirations 

(Kandel and Lesser 1969). Others only explored the role of friends and the degree to which 

similar educational aspirations reflect homophilic tendencies in friendships with respect to 
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social background, ambition or interpersonal pressures to conform (Duncan et al. 1968). A 

different set of studies focused on peers as part of a more general interest in secondary school 

effects on university intentions (Alwin and Otto 1977; Meyer 1970). This research highlights 

that peers have a noteworthy influence on low-income, urban and minority secondary-school 

students’ HE plans (Fletcher and Tienda 2009). In many cases, peers act as effective role models 

and sources of relevant information and advice, while also providing emotional support 

(Stanton-Salazar 1997), especially when they adopt the formal role of ‘peer counselor’ (Tierney 

and Venegas 2006). In other cases, though, they provide poor examples of academic 

engagement or incomplete or questionable advice and information (Holland 2011).  

 In the UK, several studies have highlighted the importance of students’ personal 

networks on their HE plans and choices (David et al. 2003; Pugsley 2004). In particular, Rachel 

Brooks’ (2003, 2004) qualitative study, which explored both parental and peer influences on a 

group of secondary school students from lower-middle class families emphasised the 

significant involvement of fathers in the decision-making process and the complementary role 

of students’ parents and friends, with the former informing their general understanding of the 

HE market and the latter exerting a greater influence on the choice of institutions and courses. 

In continental Europe, there has been even more limited interest in this topic, with only a 

handful of studies focusing on the role of parents and peers in transition to HE. Among them, 

the statistical studies by Nakhili (2004) in France and Dupriez et al. (2009) in francophone 

Belgium found contextual effects on HE choices related to peers’ social background and 

academic level, while Van Houtte and Stevens (2010), working in Flemish Belgium, concluded 

that immigrant students in secondary schools with a high concentration of similar peers had 

slightly higher HE aspirations. Orange’s (2013) qualitative study in France showed, on the other 

hand, the impact of peer norms and pressures on working-class students’ choices of vocational 
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HE tracks. These results align with those of recent research on Sweden and Denmark focusing 

on peer influence in the choice of upper-secondary tracks (Rosenqvist 2017; Smith 2023). 

  

Conceptual framework 

In this article, we adopt a Bourdieusian perspective on the role of students’ personal 

networks in influencing their HE plans. This has three major implications. The first is that we 

focus on networks as organically related to actors’ positions in the social space. This in turn 

implies, first, that actors’ engagement with networks is influenced by their membership of a 

group of individuals sharing similar living conditions and corresponding sets of habitus, or 

configurations of dispositions, that is values, worldviews, and practices acquired through 

socialisation. Second, it implies that the influence of connections, viewed as social capital, is 

strongly dependent on economic and cultural capital (the two other types of capital that define 

social groups according to Bourdieu) and can in turn modify the quantity or qualitative 

composition of the latter. While there is a common consensus that economic capital refers to 

wealth and income, there is less agreement on how to define cultural capital. Here, we adopt 

Lareau and Weininger’s (2003) comprehensive definition which includes not only credentials, 

knowledge, skills and embodied manners, and tastes and lifestyles, but also individuals’ ability 

to comply with the expectations and evaluation standards of institutions such as schools and 

HEIs. We are particularly interested in the two-way relationship between cultural and social 

capital, that is how different volumes and types of cultural capital across social class affect 

interactions with members of personal networks and if and how these interactions, in turn, alter 

cultural resources. We will, however, also consider two further forms of social division 

alongside class, namely students’ gender and immigrant background, as potential sources of 

differentiation in the composition and role of networks.   
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A second major implication of our Bourdieusian lens is that we focus on networks as 

crucial to the reproduction of prevailing class, power, and status relationships (Bourdieu 1980, 

1984, 1986). We consider that while all individuals and social groups rely on social ties to 

achieve individual and collective goals, there is a difference between viewing these ties as 

facilitators – or ‘power to’, which corresponds to Coleman’s perspective, and viewing them, 

from Bourdieu’s perspective, as sources of social profit and influence – or ‘power over’ (Smith 

and Kulynych 2002). In line with Lareau and colleagues’ analyses (Lamont and Lareau 1988; 

Lareau and Horvat 1999), we consider that, similarly to cultural dimensions which are not 

perceived and acknowledged as cultural capital in the educational field, not all types of social 

ties and their associated resources are equally rewarded by secondary schools and HEIs, and 

that only those that are directly recognised in these contexts should be called ‘social capital’ 

(Horvat et al. 2003). While our data does not allow us to empirically establish the unequal 

efficacy of various network configurations, we will emphasise those dimensions that have been 

associated in the literature with inequalities in access to HE, particularly to the most selective 

tracks. 

A third implication of our approach concerns our perspective on contextual variations. 

Setting aside the considerable inequalities that exist between secondary schools when it comes 

to students’ chances of acquiring additional resources through interactions with school staff 

(Olivier et al. 2018), we focus exclusively here on interactions with peers. We expect that, due 

to the predominance of class-based segregation in schools, the social homogeneity of peer 

networks will generally reinforce students’ initial habitus developed through class-based 

primary socialization experiences. We also anticipate that, due to these segregation patterns, 

students will only increase their social capital, as we define it here, in schools with a 

concentration of upper-class students endowed with large volumes of economic and cultural 

capital. However, since levels of segregation vary, leaving room, even in homogeneous schools, 
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for some degree of social mix, we are also interested in observing the structure and role of 

students’ networks in heterogeneous schools as well as the degree to which these might modify 

students’ initial class-based habitus when they are part of a minority surrounded by peers from 

contrasting social backgrounds. From a Bourdieusian perspective that also incorporates, to 

some degree, Lahire’s (2011) emphasis on the fact that in differentiated societies individuals 

are increasingly exposed to heterogeneous principles of socialisation, we expect these changes 

frequently to be incremental, tending to develop rather than fundamentally alter students’ 

dispositions, but also sometimes, under certain conditions, to be quite radical.         

 

Data and methods  

We rely on data from a questionnaire circulated in 2015 and 2016 among French lycée 

students in their last year of secondary education. Our total sample comprises 1,705 students 

but we focus here on the vast majority (N=1,645) who stated they intended to continue to HE. 

The respondents come from eight lycées, chosen to represent the diversity of upper-secondary 

schools in the Paris metropolitan region based on schools’ administrative status (public or 

private), track provision (especially the presence or absence of technological and vocational 

tracks) and, most importantly, students’ social class. In each lycée, the research team distributed 

the survey in the different classes under the supervision of a teacher, who made sure all students 

responded.  

The objective of the questionnaire was to study the main influences on students’ HE 

choices. It was carried out during the period (January-March) when students had to list and rank 

their HE choices on Admissions Post-Bac (APB),2 France’s national HE application and 

admissions platform. It included sections on the influence of family and friends, as well as of 

school staff, on the personal steps students had taken to inform their choices (e.g. attending 

	
2 This platform, now called Parcoursup, underwent significant changes in 2018 after our study. A major difference 
is that students now no longer rank their choices (Frouillou et al. 2019). 
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university fairs or open days, reading brochures, or searching on the Internet), on their HE 

projects in terms of years of study and HE tracks and professional plans, as well as on their 

profiles. The survey questions were devised by the research team and designed to be answered 

in one hour. 

For the present analysis, we focus on the close-ended questions about students’ personal 

networks. The respondents were asked about their discussions about HE plans with family and 

friends, in terms of frequency (at least once a week/a few times/once/never) and content (we 

proposed 12 topics shown in Table 2). The respondents had to state whether they received 

opinions and/or advice during these discussions (yes/no) and, if so, whether they took them into 

account (yes/no). They were also prompted to mention whether someone in their personal circle 

was pursuing or had pursued the same HE studies they were considering. Concerning family 

members, questions distinguished between mothers, fathers, siblings and members of the 

extended family, and, concerning peers, between classmates, school friends and friends outside 

school. 

The data were analysed using the chi-square test at a 95% level of significance on the 

different categorical variables. The chi-square test compares the observed frequencies in the 

sample with the expected frequencies if there was no relationship between the variables. 

Social classes 

Based on the conclusions of French research on access to HE (Duru-Bellat and Kieffer 

2008) and as a result of our own theoretical focus, we consider social class as the most important 

variable. We constructed this variable, based on students’ answers about both their parents’ 

occupations, in several steps. First, we recoded each parent’s occupation into Lower-class (LC), 

Middle-class (MC), Upper-class (UC) or Unemployed/undetermined using the French Institute 

of Statistics and Economic Studies (INSEE) classification of occupations.3 We then 

	
3 At the most aggregated level, the INSEE Professions and socioprofessional categories nomenclature (whose 
initial designers both contributed to Bourdieu’s training in statistics and were later influenced by his sociological 
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distinguished seven subtypes of parental couples according to all possible combinations of these 

four groups. Finally, to limit the number of categories and to have enough respondents in each, 

we combined subtypes (see Figure 1). In what follows, we will mostly consider the three larger 

groups (LC, MC and UC) and refer to subtypes only in the rare cases where the responses of 

their members differ. 

[Insert Figure 1 here] 

Schools 

The existing literature on school effects has shown that the social composition of the 

school has more impact on students’ HE plans and patterns of enrolment than other 

characteristics (Alwin and Otto 1977; Meyer 1970). We therefore focus particularly on this 

aspect, distinguishing between three types of schools: ‘privileged’ (when more than 70% of 

students’ parents, including those who did not participate in the survey, are UC), 

‘underprivileged’ (when more than 40% are LC) and ‘heterogeneous’ in other cases.  

 

Social class differences in the configuration and declared influence of personal networks  

As expected by our theoretical model, our results show significant differences across 

social classes concerning students’ interactions with their personal networks. In what follows, 

we first examine differences in network structure, considering the relative importance of family 

and friends but also finer distinctions. A more qualitative perspective on the relative importance 

of the different members of students’ personal circles is also provided by focusing on the extent 

to which, according to our respondents, these members express opinions and/or give advice and 

	
teaching (Seibel 2004)) distinguishes six main categories among the active population: 1-Farmers (Agriculteurs 
exploitants); 2-Craft workers, retailers and company directors (Artisans, commerçants et chefs d’entreprise); 3- 
Executives and members of intellectual high-status professions (Cadres et professions intellectuelles supérieures); 
4-Intermediate occupations (Professions intermédiaires); 5-Employees (Employés); 6-Blue-collar workers 
(Ouvriers). It is common in the French sociological literature to equate category 3 with the upper class, 1, 2 and 4 
with the middle class, and 5 and 6 with the lower class. 
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whether these are taken into account. We then explore the content of these interactions, focusing 

on the relative frequency of different topics.   

Social class differences in the relative importance of discussion partners  

[Insert Table 1 here] 

LC students. Mothers are clearly the most important figure for LC students, not only in 

terms of frequency of interactions but also in terms of opinions and advice both given and taken 

into account. Comparatively, fathers are much less present – one in four students have never 

discussed their HE choices with them – but when they do express an opinion or give advice, 

they are as influential as mothers. As regards siblings, LC students do not talk more with them4 

than students from the two other social classes, and do not receive much advice from them but 

do tend to follow it when it is given. Moreover, siblings probably act as ‘role models’, since 

one in four students cite them when asked about people who have pursued or are pursuing the 

same HE course they are considering. Members of the extended family are those with whom 

LC students talk the least and whose opinions and advice they follow the least, although they 

are cited even more than siblings as people who have pursued the same studies.  Friends, both 

inside and outside school, are important discussion partners too, respectively ranking second 

and third after mothers, but their opinions and advice are considered much less than those of 

family members. This finding is consistent with several studies comparing the relative influence 

of family and friends, which have found stronger parental influence on HE choices (Davies and 

Kandel 1981) although it is also important to underline the role of older siblings in lower-class 

families (Uvaag 2023), since their cultural capital – in terms of familiarity with the secondary 

and HE systems, for those who pursued postsecondary education – can partly compensate their 

parents’ lack of such capital (Beaud 2020). 

	
4 For this item, we only consider students who stated they had at least one brother or sister. 
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 MC students. Mothers remain central in discussions about HE but fathers play a greater 

role than for LC students: three out of four MC students have discussed their HE choices with 

their fathers several times, and very often followed their advice. This is particularly the case for 

subtype 3 students, probably because fathers hold the UC position in 81% of these parental 

couples, highlighting the importance of social class dominance effects within couples (Jayet 

2022). As in the case of LC students, siblings are not important discussion partners, even though 

one out of four MC students cite them as someone who has pursued the studies they are 

considering. Moreover, MC students are those who discuss HE the least with extended family 

members and receive the least advice from them. Friends, especially those at school, are 

frequent discussion partners but, as for LC students, their opinions and advice seem to count 

much less than those of family members.    

UC students. Both parents are key discussion partners. Not only is the discrepancy 

between levels of discussion with mothers and fathers much smaller than in the other social 

groups but also fathers frequently serve as ‘role models’: among those UC students who state 

that they know someone who has followed the same HE course as the one they are considering, 

fathers are cited twice as much as mothers, while LC and MC students cite both equally. 

Siblings play a weaker role, probably due to strong parental involvement in HE choices but also 

to the fact that both parents and teachers (Olivier et al. 2018; McDonough 1997; Reay et al. 

2001a) strongly encourage UC students to look for HE pathways that are tailored to their 

academic level as well as their specific personality and tastes (Lareau 2000). Conversely, 

extended family members seem to complement parental contributions as 75% of UC students 

state that they take their opinions and advice into consideration. This is consistent with a 

Bourdieusian perspective on the role of (family) social capital among the upper classes (Lenoir 

2016; Pinçon and Pinçon-Charlot 2016). Classmates and friends, especially those at school, are 

more important influences than in the other two social groups, not only because of the higher 
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percentage of UC students who talk to them about their HE plans but also because their opinions 

and advice are frequently followed. This is related to the fact that UC students, thanks to their 

parents’ residential and school choices strongly guided by the aim to mix with ‘people like 

them’ so as to reinforce and extend their social and cultural capital (Ball 2002; van Zanten 

2009) generally attend secondary schools with students from similar social backgrounds and 

with similar HE projects, a subject we address in more detail below.   

Social class differences in the content of discussions 

[Insert Table 2 here] 

Overall, regardless of social class, the topics students discuss most often with family 

and friends are possible tracks and/or fields of study in HE, the HEIs that offer these, and the 

use of the APB platform.5 Other topics prove more distinctive, reflecting different areas of 

concern among the three social groups.      

LC students. The proportion that mention each of the topics suggested is generally lower 

than in the other two groups, except regarding cost and funding schemes and employment 

opportunities upon graduation. Their discussions also revolve less around ‘strategic’ topics, 

namely: access (e.g. chances of admission depending on academic level, selection criteria); 

success (e.g. content of tracks and/or fields of study, expectations of HE teaching staff and 

study methods); and the match between the courses envisaged and students’ personality or 

tastes. Unsurprisingly, these responses reveal the weight of financial risks for students from 

families with low levels of economic capital (Archer and Hutchings 2000; Perna and Titus 

2005). They also show how low levels of cultural and social capital – the latter crucially also 

translating into a lack of role models in their personal circles – reduces these students’ capacity 

to consider factors crucial to their future HE careers and to develop relevant frames with which 

	
5 The way the survey question was framed means we cannot distinguish which topics students discussed with 
whom but can only examine which topics received the most attention in interactions with members of their 
personal network in general. 
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to compare tracks and institutions (Archer et al. 2003; Ball et al. 2000; Pugsley, 2004; Waithaka 

2014; Holland 2020). Moreover, the reduced number of topics they discuss is probably 

compounded by fears of not succeeding in the baccalauréat, of being rejected by selective HEIs 

and tracks, and of having to adapt to the unknown territory of HE (Hugrée and Poullaouec 

2022).    

MC students. These students appear closer to their LC than to their UC counterparts, 

especially with respect to the relative weight of financial concerns, although a higher percentage 

discuss other topics (e.g. HEIs’ rankings, HEIs’ selection criteria, and chances of success) with 

their personal circle. Given that they come from families with ‘average’ levels of economic, 

cultural and social capital, MC students adopt a more informed, pragmatic perspective than 

students whose parents are blue-collar workers and employees, prioritising HE studies that are 

not too costly and lead to well-paid jobs but focusing also on their chances of access and 

success. However, this perspective remains less ‘strategic’ than that of UC students and also 

seems to lead these students to attach less importance to how suited their HE choices are to 

their personality and tastes (Brooks 2003).   

UC students. Compared to LC and MC students, UC students talk significantly less 

about cost and funding schemes. While a similarly high proportion as in the other social classes 

mention employment opportunities after graduation, this topic, which is of primary importance 

for other social classes, is overall one of those they discuss least. It should be noted that these 

differences are mainly due to subtype 6 students, whose families probably have higher levels 

of economic capital than those of subtype 5. Nevertheless, our results show that UC students 

who, in general, face fewer financial constraints and benefit from their parents’ cultural capital, 

are able fully to imagine HE futures for themselves combining an instrumental and an 

expressive perspective: on the one hand, they carefully consider the prestige and selection 

criteria of tracks and HEIs, as well as the best ways to use the APB platform to their advantage; 
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on the other, they view HE as an experience of ‘self-discovery’ and focus on finding studies 

suited to their personality and tastes, as well as on the content of the courses and the 

expectations of HE teaching staff (Bathmaker et al. 2016; Reay et al. 2001b). 

Intra-class variations  

We also found some significant intra-class variations. Gender influences the role of 

family networks, with girls seeking/receiving more information and support from parents, 

siblings and extended family members than boys. This probably reflects the fact that girls plan 

their studies more seriously and express more doubts about their HE futures (Klevan et al. 

2016). It is only true for LC and MC students, however, as, in line with research showing that 

UC parents tend to provide boys and girls with a similar ‘sense of entitlement’ and similar levels 

of confidence (Lareau 2011), we find that female and male UC students interact to the same 

degree with their family members. This does not mean that these students are not socialised 

into different gender roles, though. In fact, such socialisation is visible in the different degrees 

to which, and ways in which, mothers and fathers are influential as role models (David et al. 

2003): 39% of UC boys cite fathers as examples of someone who has pursued the tracks or 

fields of study they are considering, while only 22% of girls do so; mothers have less influence 

in this domain but more on girls’ than on boys’ study plans (22 % of girls cite their mother as 

an example but only 12% of boys).  

We also found some differences among LC students according to immigrant 

background.6 Unsurprisingly, students with two non-French parents appear, on the one hand, 

more disadvantaged in terms of family social capital than students with one or two French 

parents, as they declare fewer discussions with family members about their HE plans. On the 

other hand, they seem more ambitious, confirming previous studies focusing on immigrant 

	
6 Because the vast majority of MC and UC students have two French parents (respectively, 78% and 92%), we can 
only explore differences according to immigrant background in the case of LC students. We compare students 
with two French parents, with one French parent and with two parents born abroad. 
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students’ aspirations (Ichou 2018; Modood 2012). They also discuss a greater range of topics, 

especially ‘strategic’ ones, with their personal networks and appear less concerned about cost 

and employment opportunities.   

For all social classes, we also observed a strong correlation between students’ level of 

aspiration in terms of the number of years’ HE they plan to complete and their interactions with 

their personal networks. In general, the higher their ambitions, the more interactions they have 

with family and friends, the more feedback they receive from them and the richer the content 

of these interactions – in terms of the number of topics mentioned but also the frequency of 

those relating to developing strategies vis-à-vis APB and HEIs and to the match between HE 

provision and students’ expressive habitus. Frequency of interactions, especially with family 

members, seems to have a greater effect on aspiration levels for LC and UC students than for 

MC students. However, given the nature of our data, we cannot disentangle cause and effect: 

does ambition affect students’ propensity to discuss HE with their friends and family and to 

focus on certain questions (or their circle’s propensity to talk to them)? Or, in line with many 

studies on students’ aspirations (Davies and Kandel 1981; Spenner and Featherman 1978), do 

higher levels of interaction with family and friends contribute to raising students’ levels of 

ambition? The answer is probably both.  

A similar but less clear-cut pattern was also apparent regarding students’ self-reported 

academic level, which is unsurprising given the strong correlation between this variable and 

students’ level of aspiration.  Students who view themselves as ‘below average’ compared to 

their classmates tend to talk less and about fewer topics with their personal networks. These 

effects are, however, more pronounced among LC and MC students, which suggests that UC 

students and their parents are less likely to get discouraged about making HE plans when the 

former are less successful (van Zanten 2009; Ball 2002). However, it is also important to point 

out that, in all social classes, those students who see themselves as being ‘top of their class’ do 
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not always talk more or about more topics, probably because their high grades give them more 

confidence to make autonomous plans (Edwards and Alldred 2000) and/or because they receive 

more information and advice from teachers. 

 

Social-class differences associated with contextual variations 

 The influence of social class on students’ personal networks and on their role in 

preparing HE plans is nevertheless mediated by contextual configurations. We consider two of 

these in this section, namely baccalauréat track and type of secondary school, in terms of social 

make-up.7 We show that these configurations significantly affect students’ interactions with 

their personal network, particularly when they are in tracks or schools that are less common for 

their social group. 

Variations according to lycée tracks 

 Buchmann and Dalton’s (2002) comparative study clearly shows that the influence of 

parents and peers on students’ aspirations is much higher in relatively undifferentiated 

secondary school systems than in systems where students are allocated to tracks, since in the 

latter students are both channelled and self-selected into the HE tracks for which they are being 

prepared (Meyer 1970). However, this applies in particular to systems with early between-

school tracking and has probably become less pronounced with the dramatic rise in students’ 

expectations and enrolments in HE (Goyette 2008). In the French case, where students are 

separated into three major tracks (academic, technological and vocational) at the end of lower 

secondary school (collège) and where there has been a significant increase in the number of 

students continuing to HE, a more complex picture emerges from our observations with the 

level of interaction varying across tracks for students from similar social class backgrounds. 

	
7 We also examined variations according to schools’ administrative status (state/private) but these variations were 
less significant as our sample only allows us to compare UC students in the two ‘privileged’ state and private 
establishments and, for this reason but also for lack of space, we do not present them here. 
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Our data does not, however, allow us to explore the extent to which this variation is due to a 

track composition effect or to strong differences between the curricula and guidance practices 

in each track.   

LC students. LC students enrolled in vocational tracks where the great majority of 

students come from similar LC backgrounds, talk less about their HE choices with their siblings 

and friends at school, and more with friends outside school whose advice they tend to follow 

but not necessarily where professional opportunities are concerned – they discuss this topic less 

than LC students in other tracks, probably because they have a negative view of their 

professional futures. Those enrolled in technological tracks are more likely to have never 

discussed their HE choices with their mother, father or extended family members; however, 

school friends, either from a similar LC background but also potentially MC students given that 

both social groups are represented in these tracks, seem to play an important prescriptive role. 

This is consistent with the findings of studies showing that the social influence of friends might 

be stronger in heterogeneous tracks that allow for diverse future educational paths (Lorenz et 

al. 2020). These LC students are nevertheless also the least likely to talk to their personal 

networks about chances of success based on lycée grades, most likely because these are less 

important in the short vocational HE routes or non-selective university tracks to which most of 

them plan to apply (Convert 2003; Orange 2013). On the other hand, LC students enrolled in 

academic tracks behave more like the MC and UC students they are likely to encounter in these 

tracks: they discuss their HE plans more frequently with family members and receive more 

advice from them. They are also the most likely to know someone personally who has pursued 

or is pursuing the studies they are considering. These students still consider cost an important 

topic but talk frequently about the fit between HE tracks and fields and their personality and 

tastes, which is a typical topic of discussion among UC students. 
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 MC students. The track followed generates even more pronounced differences in HE 

discussions with personal networks among MC students.8 Those in the academic track talk 

significantly more about their HE projects with their mothers, fathers and extended family 

members, as well as with their friends inside and outside school. The number of topics discussed 

also increases, with a higher proportion of them citing ‘strategic’ ones, as well as the 

expectations of HE teaching staff, the content of different tracks and fields of study, and the fit 

between them and their personality and tastes.  

UC students. These students were almost all in the academic track and we found only 

small differences between the three subtracks (scientific, economic and social, and literary)9 in 

which they complete their last two years of secondary education. The most significant 

difference is that those in scientific tracks receive more opinions and advice from their fathers 

and know more people in their personal networks (notably fathers, siblings and extended family 

members) who have pursued the same studies they are considering. This is partly due to the 

higher proportion of boys in this subtrack compared to the other two but also to the fact that it 

is the most selective and prestigious, viewed, as in other countries, as the ‘royal road’ (Lidegran 

2017) to high-status HE tracks and professions.  

Variations according to secondary schools 

Several studies have shown substantial differences in students’ HE plans and choices 

according to the secondary school they attend (McDonough 1997; Pugsley 2004; Reay et al. 

2001a). The three types of schools that we consider in this study, that is ‘privileged’, 

‘heterogeneous’ and ‘underprivileged’, differ first and foremost in terms of the student 

population’s dominant social background, which reflects the combined effect of school location 

	
8 Due to the smaller sample of MC students in professional tracks, we consider them together with those in 
technological tracks. 
9 A reform of the academic lycée track in 2018 abolished these subtracks. Students in this track now follow a 
common core curriculum together with three optional subjects in Year 12 and two in Year 13 (Pin et van Zanten 
2021). 
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and of students’ and parents’ choices.10. Although, in theory, all schools must follow the same 

national curriculum for each track, in practice they implement different informal ‘charters’ 

(Meyer 1970) depending on students’ social and academic profiles, as well as their probable 

academic and professional futures, which influence teaching content but also HE guidance. 

[Insert Table 3 here] 

 LC students. Attending a privileged lycée has a very significant impact on LC students’ 

interactions with their personal networks. While the small proportion of students in this 

situation discuss HE more with their families, especially their fathers, they receive less familial 

advice and have a lower tendency to follow it than LC students in other types of schools. This 

is strongly related to the fact that, in this context, LC students rely substantially more on their 

peers whose advice and opinions play a central role in their HE plans. Conversely, we observe 

a significant drop in the proportion of students reporting having received opinions or advice 

from friends outside school. There is also a strong ‘contamination effect’ from classmates and 

school friends regarding the topics discussed. While these students still worry about costs, they 

discuss ‘strategic’ topics much more frequently with their personal networks. These significant 

differences in LC students’ habitus – which, as discussed above, were also observable among 

the most ambitious and academically able LC students who are those more likely to be found 

in these schools – are very probably also due to being exposed to a HE-oriented curriculum and 

to earlier, more intense and more personalised HE guidance practices from educational 

professionals in these settings (Olivier et al. 2018; Jack 2019). On the other hand, we find that 

attending a heterogeneous lycée has rather a negative impact on LC students, since it is in this 

context that they talk the least about various topics and have the fewest interactions with friends 

at school. This may be, firstly, because in these schools, students make very diverse HE choices, 

	
10 Presently, French students are allocated to state lycées through an algorithm taking into account their choices 
and prioritising them according to place of residence, which remains the most important criterion, but also grades 
and scholarship status. Some prestigious state lycées such as the one in our sample managed until recently to use 
specific admission procedures, similarly to private lycées.   
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which makes it harder for them to ‘get through’ the process with the help of peers, and secondly, 

because they receive less HE guidance from school professionals. 

 MC students. As with LC students, we find a positive impact on discussions with 

personal networks for MC students when they attend a privileged school, with a strong increase 

in conversations with extended family members but also with school friends. However, contrary 

to what we observed for LC students, we do not find a decrease in the level of familial advice 

or students’ tendency to follow it. This is probably related to the fact that, since they come from 

families where parents’ have higher levels of cultural and social capital, these students are less 

likely than their LC counterparts to feel the need to turn to their upper-class school friends as 

compensatory sources of information and advice. 

 UC students. Given the small number of UC students in underprivileged schools, our 

comparison only concerns those in heterogeneous and privileged lycées. We find few variations 

in the frequency of discussions with family and friends although those in privileged lycées have 

a higher tendency to follow their school friends’ opinions and advice. Attending a privileged 

rather than a heterogeneous school has stronger effects on the content of discussions: while 

53% of UC students in heterogeneous schools talk about costs and funding schemes with their 

personal networks, only 34% do so in privileged schools. Also, while 67% of UC students in 

heterogeneous schools talk about institution rankings with their personal networks, 87% do so 

in privileged schools. These results show, on the one hand, that UC students continue to get 

substantial advice and support from their parents independently of the school they attend 

(Lareau and Weininger 2010) but also, on the other hand, that their HE plans are still 

conditioned by school contexts. This is probably a result of both ‘selection effects’, as UC 

students in heterogeneous schools are more likely to come from less wealthy families and to 

have lower academic results, and contextual effects, related to the characteristics of the peers 

and professionals with whom they interact.  
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Discussion 

Coherent patterns emerge from both our analysis of social class differences in the 

structure of students’ personal networks and the role these play in helping them develop their 

HE plans, and our examination of mediating contextual factors. UC students’ interactions with 

members of their personal networks are clearly part of a more general ‘Matthew effect’11 

concerning the accumulation of advantages among dominant class groups (Bourdieu 1986; 

Bourdieu and Passeron 1977). For these students, the HE choice process is a ‘family affair’ 

(van Zanten 2015; Lareau and Weininger 2010). They benefit from interactions with mothers 

who, acting both as ‘mentors’ and as ‘strategists’ (Croll 2004), contribute in a myriad of ways 

to their school success and careers (van Zanten 2009; Edwards and Alldred 2000; Lareau 2011), 

including during access to, and completion of, HE (Armstrong and Hamilton 2013). But they 

also benefit from interactions with fathers and extended family members who act as role 

models, especially for boys (David et al. 2003). UC students further accumulate social capital 

for HE (Hill et al. 2015) from friendship networks which are probably highly homophilic given 

parents’ efforts to encourage them to spend time with others like them (van Zanten 2009; Ball 

2002). Friends are thus able to provide information and advice that do not contradict those 

offered by family members but most probably complement them with up-to-date and detailed 

information about tracks, HEIs’ rankings and selection procedures. The combined influence of 

parents and friends contributes to the great homogeneity of these students’ choices in terms of 

the prestige of the tracks and HEIs to which they turn (Albouy and Wanecq 2003; Reay et al. 

2001b). It is also important to note that these students’ engagement with their personal networks 

does not vary as much as in the other groups according to personal ambition and achievement 

	
11 This term, which refers to the accumulation of advantages by high status individuals, was coined by the 
sociologists Robert K. Merton (1968) and was inspired by the Parable of the Talents in the biblical Gospel of 
Matthew. 



WITH A LITTLE HELP FROM MY FAMILY AND MY FRIENDS 23 

or to the tracks and schools in which they are enrolled, probably because parental control and 

support limit the degree of individual and contextual variation.  

At the other end of the social hierarchy, LC students’ engagement with personal 

networks does not generally allow them to reduce their initial disadvantage vis-à-vis the other 

two social groups. These students have frequent discussions about HE with their families, 

especially with their mothers, and with both school and out-of-school friends, but presumably 

mostly to obtain much-needed emotional and moral support given the risks they face in HE 

(David et al. 2003). Although siblings and members of the extended family can act as role 

models and provide some degree of ‘community cultural wealth’ (Yosso 2005), the information 

and advice that these students ask for and/or receive from their personal networks is mostly of 

a ‘generic’ kind (Lareau 2000). It does not help them interact strategically with the national 

application and admissions platform or with HEIs nor does it increase their chances of finding 

a good fit between their aspirations, academic level and tastes and the different types of HE 

provision. LC girls, students with an immigrant background and academically very able 

students are more likely to seek out, and benefit from, the example of, and the information and 

advice provided by, classmates and school friends. This confirms the findings of studies that 

show these groups tend to be more involved in actively constructing their school careers. The 

level of interaction with classmates and school friends and the qualitative enrichment they 

might bring to LC students’ HE projects is, however, highly contingent on contextual factors. 

There are remarkable differences in the frequency and content of LC students’ interactions, 

particularly with peers, depending on the tracks and schools in which they are enrolled. The 

interaction patterns and discussion topics of the students in the academic track, especially those 

in privileged schools, are similar to those of their classmates, but this only relates to a small 

group of students – (self-)selected on the basis of their results, ambition and, probably, parental 
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involvement in their schooling – who incorporate dominant upper-class norms and practices 

(Jack 2019).      

The configuration and role of MC students’ personal networks with respect to their HE 

plans are less obvious. One of these students’ distinctive features is that their search for 

information and advice is more limited to members of the nuclear family than in the other two 

groups, with friends seemingly providing only moral support. Mothers, in particular, seem to 

be their main reference, which is typical of the ‘maternalistic’ parenting style that Kellerhals 

and Montandon (1991) found to be more present among LC families, but that might also be 

present among MC families having undergone a process of upward mobility. Also, the more 

heterogeneous contexts in which these students undergo family and school socialisation might 

explain the presence of interaction patterns that are sometimes closer to those of LC students 

and sometimes to those of UC students.  

 

Conclusions 

Our findings clearly show that students’ interactions about future study plans with 

members of their personal networks are influenced by their social position, reflecting both 

dispositions acquired at home and family economic and cultural capital. While this is what our 

conceptual framework led us to expect, our research provides new leads concerning the specific 

role played by certain dispositions and capitals in terms of both network configuration and 

network content. Differences in network size, composition, and the weight given to information 

and advice provided by different persons reflect, first, different ways of relating to family 

members, acquaintances, and friends learned through primary socialisation and, second, 

students’ cultural orientations and capacity to assess the cultural resources that these people can 

provide, which vary across social groups. Differences in network content, however, are clearly 

influenced by students’ academic level and prior knowledge about the field of HE, as well as 
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by their degree of concern about economic costs. Dispositions, especially aspirations, can also 

play a key role. 

Our analysis of the impact of school contexts on the form and content of the personal 

networks on which students draw in making HE plans also sheds new insights on habitus 

persistence and change. Our results clearly show that students are unequally affected by their 

school environment, depending on their social class. The contrasting results between UC 

students, whose habitus remains very similar across contexts, and LC students, who change 

quite radically, at least when it comes to making HE plans, can be partly attributed, for the 

former, to their parents’ strong control over their school careers (Ball 2002; Lareau 2011) and, 

for the latter, to the fact that they constitute a minority selected and sponsored by their parents 

and teachers because of their good academic profiles (Olivier et al. 2018). These results, 

however, also show that the durability of primary dispositions depends on the strength with 

which they were enforced, which in turn rests on the homogeneity and complementary of the 

perspectives and actions of the main socialising agents. UC students have a highly internalised 

habitus regarding desirable HE futures and how to achieve them with the help of their parents 

and of selective groups of friends. This habitus has been nurtured at home and at school by 

parents and teachers who are convinced that this is their ‘natural’ path and who provide 

compatible role models and cultural skills. In contrast, most LC students are likely to have been 

raised in families where HE futures appear uncertain and where they receive contradictory 

explicit and implicit messages from parents, siblings, friends, and teachers. For significant 

changes to take place, it is necessary for these students to be immersed in school environments 

in which ambitious HE careers constitute a common norm among teachers, fellow students, and 

parents (Roksa and Robinson 2017).      

Our data has not allowed us to show that differences in the size and composition of 

students’ personal networks, and in how they use them to obtain information and advice about 
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HE plans and choices, contribute to reproducing class inequalities in access to HE. However, it 

is obvious that in HE systems such as the French one, which is both highly fragmented and 

hierarchical and in which HE admission procedures are frequently complex and opaque (van 

Zanten 2019), access to both ‘cold’ and ‘hot’ knowledge (Ball and Vincent 1998) about the HE 

field is a key cultural asset. While LC students do frequently benefit from strong parental (and 

particularly maternal) emotional and moral support for their HE plans, they nevertheless remain 

crucially disadvantaged when it comes to these key cultural assets because they do not have 

parents with HE backgrounds and do not enjoy robust ties with teachers and career advisors 

(Horvat et al. 2003; Cox et al. 2021). This disadvantage can only be partly compensated by 

these students benefiting both from formal institutional support and from the informal influence 

and help of their classmates. Nevertheless, there is a strong argument here in favour of policies 

aiming to reduce inequalities in provision of educational services (notably in terms of the 

timing, amount and degree of personalisation of HE advice [McDonough 1997; Author et al. 

2018; Gast 2022]) and segregation levels across the educational system.  
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