Failing to level the playing field: Student discourses on graduate employability
Abstract 
Despite decades of efforts to promote social mobility, studying for higher education maintains or even exacerbates social inequalities. Interventions, including employability classes and careers advice and guidance have not succeeded in ‘levelling the playing field’ for students. To understand why inequalities persist despite these efforts, it is important to understand how students from different backgrounds acquire and apply various forms of capital. Tomlinson’s (2017) graduate capital model is used in this article to explore how five dimensions of capital (human, social, cultural, identity and psychological dimensions) interact, drawing on data from interviews with high and low socio-economic status (SES) university students. While in general lower-SES students found employability classes helpful in equipping them with the human capital required in order to succeed on today’s graduate labour market, in contrast to their high SES peers they struggled to understand the importance of and mobilise this and other forms of capital promoted in those classes.  The crucial forms of capital that seem to interact with all other capitals are social and psychological. Universities therefore need to find a way to help low SES students build and apply these forms of capital and alleviate barriers to their mobilisation. This analysis uncovers important aspects about how students themselves view the importance of various forms of graduate capital and what works, as well as what does not, in helping them acquire and mobilise them. 
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Introduction
The UK Government continues to emphasize the link between higher education and labour market in that graduates are contributing to the economic growth. With the recent introduction of ‘full-cost’ tuition fees, students are paying significant cost towards their participation in HE (Murphy et al., 2019). These costs have typically been justified by policy-makers on the grounds that graduates experience significant financial and personal benefits from participating in higher education, a trend which has continued despite considerable growth in the UK HE system (Belfield et al., 2018). 
Persistent inequalities in higher education have been observed in terms of admissions, progression, completion and graduate outcomes (Crawford et al., 2016; Bourdieu and Passeron 1990). There is evidence to suggest that, although there has been some progress made in extending access to UK higher education to various disadvantaged groups (for example, ethnic minorities and lower socio-economic groups), graduates from such groups do relatively poorly on entry to the labour market (Brown 2016; Zwysen and Longhi 2018). Political pressure has focused on admissions and widening participation (Carasso and Gunn 2015), where higher education institutions are seen to bear significant responsibility (McCaig 2016). However, on the other end of the pipeline, the onus is on students to navigate the transition into the labour market. Research into ‘career readiness’ has identified socio-economic differences in students’ preparedness for graduate-level employment (Cobb 2017).
Efforts to design interventions, including employability classes and careers advice and guidance have not succeeded in ‘levelling the playing field’ for students, with government encouraging universities to do more (Office for Students [OfS] 2018). There is on-going concern that developing employability skills is masking the cultural and social capital that students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds have already acquired (Ainley 1994). Most employability support is given to all students, through being embedded within the curriculum or through institution-wide offices, services and extra-curriculum activities. To understand why inequalities persist despite employability support, advice and guidance for students, it is important to understand how students from different backgrounds experience and utilise such support, and whether well-intentioned interventions may be exacerbating inequalities. For example, previous research suggests that students differ not only in the degree to which they engage in varies capital-building extra-curriculum activities while at university but also in terms of their ability of mobilising the acquired experience into valuable capitals that help them achieve success on the graduate labour market (Lareau 2011; Tomlinson 2008). These differences are referred to as ‘hidden injuries of class’ (Sennett and Cobb 1977, cited in Brown and Scase 1994, p. 61) and from large scale quantitative data it is not clear why students engage differently.
 It is important to take student voice into account to understand how different groups of students conceptualise employability, engage with support, advice and guidance offered to them by the university, and how useful these interventions are in building various forms of graduate capital needed for their successful transition into the labour market. This understanding is necessary as there are differing perceptions of what employability outcomes and attributes mean for employers, lecturers and students (Barrie 2006). And variations continue within student groups, as studies have failed to account for socioeconomic differences when exploring student perceptions of employability (Sin et al., 2016). This study explores how students from different socio-economic status (SES) backgrounds perceive their graduate employability and what capital acquisition and mobilisation strategies they employ in order to enhance their graduate employment opportunities.   

Background
Research on student employability has gained traction over the past two decades. Seminal research identified student perceptions that a degree was not enough (Moreau and Leathwood 2006; Tomlinson 2008). Much of the policy discourse has been dominated by national statistics and institutional or subject-level comparisons using large-scale datasets (e.g. Destination of Leavers of Higher Education [DLHE], Longitudinal Educational Outcomes [LEO] etc). This puts pressure on higher education institutions to develop students’ employability skills (Brown and Hesketh 2004) in the context of meritocracy and credentialism (Chillas 2010).
Moreau and Leathwood (2006) argued that the employability discourse has overemphasised individual responsibility and failed to account for social inequalities.  The debate continues around the role of agency and structure (Giddens 1984, 1991; Bourdieu 1984) in relation to students’ reflexive development of their own sense of self in the context of societal structures. Research has indicated that high-SES students are more adept at exploiting existing capital (Ball 2003) and low-SES students less skilled at adapting to the changing labour market (Reay et al 2006). Similar findings had been reported more than two decades ago by Brown and Scase (1994) who argue that there is a close link between students who ‘have flexible orientations [to the labour market] and market power, derived through the acquisition of the appropriate stock of cultural capital such as family background, private schooling and attendance at one of the elite established universities’ (103).  This highlights the subjective nature of employability discourse for students, which remains value and identity driven (Tomlinson 2008). Social structures maintain inequality, with noted class differences in orientations and social confidence (Ainley 1994; Brown and Scase 1994). But students do have agency in their employability, and using student discourses can help explain why social inequalities persist in students’ development of graduate employability and what can be done to help overcome them.
Tomlinson’s (2017) graduate capital model incorporates five areas of capital (human, social, cultural, identity and psychological dimensions), highlighting the multifaceted nature of employability (within and beyond higher education) and the relationship of capitals together. Particularly relevant for exploring how students from different backgrounds perceive interventions to develop their employability, the model raises the importance of experience upon which various capitals are formed, ability to use and apply capital(s).
Briefly, human capital is the knowledge and skills graduates acquire, which can be tangible professional skills as well as general skills, including career building skills (Schultz 1961; Becker 1964). Social capital is a person’s social relationships and networks, bonding and bridging ties (Putnam 1999), and particularly relevant for higher education is the ability of students to exploit opportunities from their accrued social capital. Cultural capital consists of culturally valued knowledge, disposition and behaviours, with the importance of added-value knowledge, tastes and achievements. Research has shown how socio-economic status impacts on individual’s understanding of field rules, and knowledge and confidence to navigate them (Burke 2015a). Identity capital is an individual’s personal investment in their identity (Cote 2005), or future development, as well as their ‘pre-professional identity’ (Jackson 2016), which can be developed through co-curricular activities. Finally, psychological capital encompasses the psycho-social resources which enable graduates to adapt and respond to challenges and foster career adaptability (Brown et al 2012). Psychological capital is associated with resources of resilience, hope, optimism and self-efficacy (Luthans, Youssef & Avolio 2007; Avey et al 2010).

Student perceptions of what they are gaining from higher education does not always map onto societal or academics’ views (Jackson and Wilton 2017). Student expectations of their outcomes from higher education are largely to get a job or to get a better job (Kandiko Howson 2018). Historically, students’ perceptions were dominated by views that a degree provided training for a job for life (Brown and Scase 1994). However, students also raise the importance of adaptability, flexibility and the need for active management of their own employability (Tomlinson 2008). 
A recent study on student perceptions of internships highlights the divergence of two types of students: engagers valued internship opportunities while the disengagers perceived these roles as exploitative and worthless (O’Connor and Bodicoat 2017). This split mirrors the divide between the approach career services departments take, telling students what to do to succeed and many students experiencing a very different reality. Many students internalise not following a linear, defined path to graduate employability as failure. And despite what marketing brochures tell them, many students struggle to see transferability of their degrees (Morrison 2014). 
This leads to the question this paper is addressing, drawing on the voice of students: How do university students themselves think about graduate employability in this increasingly competitive environment and what resources or ‘capital’ do they use to enhance their chances of succeeding? And how do various forms of capital that students from various socio-economic backgrounds acquire and mobilise—or not—during their studies impact on how they engage with the employability discourse? Addressing how students understand, apply and mobilise capitals, alongside their perceptions and experiences of employability classes, enables understanding the interaction of capitals on how employability support interventions impact students from different SES backgrounds, as the development of such classes has not coincided with greater social mobility.
Methods 
This article is based on data collected from students using in-depth interviews as part of a larger project on inequalities in Higher Education. The interviews were intended to provide background information that would enable the development of a survey questionnaire with a wider group of students. The interviews were conducted with the aim of eliciting high and low SES students’ perceptions about factors that influence good academic results, dropout, and success in graduate employment. The second stage of the overall project involved a structured survey which examined the prevalence of beliefs expressed in the interviews. The interview protocol and recruitment procedure were approved by the University of Essex Ethics Committee. The interview protocol included exploratory questions guiding interviewees through the three main areas of the project: academic success, drop out, and graduate employment (see the Appendix for the full Topic guide). This paper focuses on the interview findings related to students’ views on graduate employment.  It is important to note that the questions asked in the interviews were general and exploratory in nature and were not specifically focused on the conceptual framework applied in this paper, namely types of graduate capital. 

We asked students open questions about whether they thought about jobs after they graduate, when they start planning for employment after graduation, what job they plan to find and what they need in order to get the job they want. They were also asked about whether and how they used career services and internship programmes. In order to make the interviewees feel more comfortable, the questions were asked in a general open non-directive way and often in relation to what other students do or think rather than what they personally do or think.  When prompted to discuss factors that influence students’ experiences of graduate employment, many students volunteered information about their personal experiences and their personal family situation, e.g. education and jobs of their parents, their social circle and so on. They were not, however, at any point specifically asked to consider their own social class as such and the word ‘class’ was not mentioned in the interviews at all. 
All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed. Thematic analysis of the interviews identified beliefs about factors influencing graduate employment. Analysing the interview data for this article involved dividing factors that students mentioned as influencing graduate employment into groups that reflected Tomlinson’s (2017) types of graduate capital: human, social, identity, cultural and psychological capital. This categorisation took place on the basis of Tomlinson’s conceptualisation of each of these forms of capital. For example, human capital was operationalised here as any references in the interviews to students’ knowledge, skills, cognitive ability, and awareness of the requirements related to finding a job after graduation. Social capital as any mentions of social networks and social relations as factors influencing the students’ success on the graduate labour market. Identity capital references included any mentions in the interviews to who they are and who they want to be professionally, and what they believe they need to achieve a successful career identity. Cultural capital was operationalised as resources listed by the interviewees as helping them gain a good understanding about a workplace culture, company values, and what is expected of their behaviour as an employee. Psychological capital was broadly operationalised as any psychological traits that are important when entering a graduate labour market. 
Once divided into these groups, the interview data were then analysed further within each group, going deeper into what and how the students referred to different elements representing a specific form of graduate capital. This process of coding the data in each category involved using some theoretical codes from Tomlinson’s theory (e.g. in social capital these would be parents’ education and job, presence of people in the social circle that work in higher positions; perceived role of internships) in combination with new codes emerging from the interviews (e.g. attention given by parents to children’s academic achievements; role of financial resources; psychological resources stemming from social class membership). 
Although conducting, transcribing, coding and analysing mental model interviews is a very time-consuming process, previous studies have shown that after about 15-20 interviews the saturation effect is achieved whereby no new concepts arise (Morgan et al., 2002). Therefore, a relatively small sample is enough to identify generally held beliefs. The recruitment email asked for a participation in a one hour interview about life at university for compensation of £10.
Interviewees were recruited from a list with a random sample of students provided by the Student Registry Office. The list included information (email address, sex, year of study, department, socio-economic status) on 312 students, out of whom 251 were contacted and invited to take part in this study. Interviews were conducted with 19, nine were second-year and 10 first-year students from a range of faculties and departments.  The sample was split with half coming from a lower-SES background, as defined by their parents’ occupation held in the university’s student records. The high-SES students were those with parents in ‘higher professional or managerial’, ‘lower managerial and professional’ or ‘intermediate’ occupations, and low-SES were all other categories of the National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification. 
We are aware that although necessary such operationalisation of class based solely on parental occupation is greatly over-simplified. Therefore, in the table below we have provided some additional information on the profile of each interviewee including type of schooling and other information such as parental emphasis on education, which our interviewees volunteered and which we considered relevant to this study. In reality, therefore, we acknowledge that the class belonging is far more ambiguous than adopted here as it includes ‘dominant’ working class and ‘dominant’ middle-class representatives, to quote Bourdieu (1984) as well as many student falling in the ‘in-between’ categories with clear differences regarding their educational aspirations and support for children as well as financial resources available to them. Since the focus in this paper is on social class, we refer but do not elaborate of differences between ethnic groups, although the sample does include students from Black and minority ethnic backgrounds.
**Table 1 here***

Finally, it is important to reflect on the implications of the fact that the sample for this study comes from one specific university. University of Essex is one of new universities in the UK with a significant proportion of students coming from a lower socio-economic social stratum. As such it is uniquely placed to study the experiences of students from less advantaged family backgrounds. Given the status of this particular institution and its social profile of students, it may be reasonable to expect that different responses (and therefore different findings and conclusions) might have been obtained if the research had been conducted at a different university or more than one university. Unlike quantitative surveys, qualitative research is not meant to provide representative findings. Instead it aims to provide a spectrum of experiences, beliefs and ideas that can be encountered within a certain part of society. It is reasonable to assume therefore that the beliefs expressed in these interviews would also be recorded in other universities in the UK, especially those related to the students’ family background and extra-university experiences. It is, however, possible that different universities may have different structures in place and of different quality in order to aid students’ employability skills, which may result in students’ reporting differently on the effects of help that they receive from university. Evidence also suggests that academic institutions of different levels of prestige attract different profiles of students, which in turns produces different levels of student employability rates (Higher Education Statistical Authority 2018).  Further research could explore the questions addressed here in different institutional contexts to explore potential differences. 
Results  
Generating human capital through attending employability classes - learning the rules of the game
When asked what is needed to get a good graduate job, most students list terms that they heard in their employability classes. They all start with the fact that they need a good degree so you need to study hard and get good grades to get at least a 2:1 degree. But they all agree that a degree on its own is not enough anymore: ‘So in a way a good degree is important in work but if you don’t have the skills to go with it then what is the point’ (Renee, low-SES). In order to learn what skills are needed in order to be employable in general and in a specific field, students attend employability classes which are compulsory in some departments and optional in others. In order to know what is needed for specific positions, students need to undertake detailed research.  Employability classes clearly encourage this research: 
Yeah for our employability module and it was good it actually made me look. Cause there was something that I realised that oh I actually need to get this X Y Z before I can actually apply. And that was really useful. It was much more useful than I thought it was going to be. (Valery, low-SES) 
While the issues discussed during the employability classes may seem like ‘common sense’ or intuitive for high-SES students (‘I think it’s kind of common sense like what they tell you and it goes on for a lot of time, ' (Cathy, high SES)), for many low-SES students they provided new information, even though they may think that this information is not relevant so early into their university studies.
[bookmark: _Hlk23776335]Mobilising human capital through work experience, internships and placements– playing the game
Students know that real world experience’ in a work situation is an important criterion that helps to get a job after graduation:
Of course they might be like team working or problem solving its always these terms that it comes in the application forms but they are actually important and unfortunately you cannot just get them from academic works. (Mary, high-SES) 
Low-SES students were more likely to believe that any job, even if it’s not related to their field of study, can help them gain general transferable skills which they can then note on their CV. High-SES students tend to be more focused on what specific skills they need to obtain that would help them get a specific job that they want. Therefore high-SES students seem to be more strategically orientated towards placements and internships rather than gaining work experience in general. This suggests that high SES students may be more likely to be what Tomlinson (2012) calls careerist students, i.e. have a stronger career identity and are more focused on what they want to do in the future. Some plan to apply or applied for a year’s placement in the industry or a summer internship to get experience in their particular field of studies. Some mention specifically that this gives them opportunity to see how the knowledge that they gained in class can be applied in the real-life work situation. 
Some high-SES students like Jack manage to find very innovative ways of mobilising their human capital. Jack emphasized the fact that he went to a private school where he started developing his own business ideas and now plans to get some experience: 
I think of becoming like a brand image manager on campus. I did some Superdry brand managing for the Uni last term and I think that shows employers that you have, for business anyway, you have that ability to market a product to a group of people. I think that definitely makes you more employable. And anything that not everyone has the ability to do that you have on your CV potentially makes you more employable.  (Jack, high-SES)
High-SES students agree that to get good work experience that would make them stand out from the crowd of other graduates in the same field, you need to ‘sometimes put yourself out of your comfort zone’ (Mary, high-SES). This capability to find innovative ways to stand out from among all graduates with similar human capital suggests that high SES students are more aware of the importance of building their identity capital and the role it plays in helping mobilise other forms of graduate capital. They emphasize that in order to do so, one needs to be confident, which suggests the importance of psychological capital in generating and mobilising other forms of capital. 
[bookmark: _Hlk23776351]Generating identity and cultural capital through extra-curriculum activities  
Because all graduates will have a degree and most will have some work experience, high-SES students believe that the best way to look better than other candidates for a graduate job is by increasing their personality or identity capital: ‘It’s not really skill but making sure that you present yourself well’ (Mary, high-SES).
Most high-SES students mention that employers are also looking for an interesting personality, not just relevant work experience and skills, but low-SES ones rarely do so. Some low-SES students have siblings who graduated and went through the process of looking for graduate jobs and so they share their experience with younger brothers or sisters. James is one of such students whose brother has encouraged him to join different societies at university in order to increase his chances of getting a job: ‘I don’t know, show that you’re taking part is also good’ (James, low-SES). While James is not sure how his participating in societies relates to his future employment, Jack (high-SES) gave an elaborate explanation about why exactly he tries to maximise the personality aspect of his employability by balancing his social life and academic studies, rather than exclusively focusing on gaining top grades. 
Students mention student societies, hobbies, volunteering, and travelling as ways of increasing their score on the personality or identity aspect of their employability. A year abroad is another opportunity mentioned by some high-SES students who see it as an opportunity to increase their cultural capital. Spending a year abroad is viewed as an advantage by Freddie (high-SES) because it will add to the list of transferable skills on his CV. In contrast, most low-SES students seem to disregard the year abroad opportunity as not relevant for their graduate employment success; also because it involves substantial financial costs.  However, there are some different views within the low-SES group. For example, Daniel, who comes from an ethnic minority background and studies Business, has already secured a year in Canada because he sees it as a valuable experience academically and personally:
I enjoy traveling and I feel like going abroad would give me a great experience. Especially and like because I’m doing business management and the way business is is so international and diversified I feel like it’s almost necessary to like get some experience from different perspectives so I can see like how business is conducted …in a different country. (Daniel, low-SES)
Daniel’s opinion mirrors that heard from most high-SES students, which should be attributed to his exceptionally academically-minded family background. Despite not having highly educated parents employed in high skilled positions, Daniel emphasises the fact that his parents are very strict when it comes to education. He further provides evidence of this by explaining that he has three older siblings who have all gone to university and who now act as role models and a good source of information for Daniel about what is needed to achieve academic and professional success. This points to the importance of social networks in increasing students’ awareness of the need to build various other forms of graduate capital.  This extraordinary focus on children’s academic opportunities referred to above is noticeable in some of the other ethnic minority families whose student children were interviewed in this study. 
[bookmark: _Hlk23776359]Mobilising identity capital through strategic use of human and psychological capital 
Some high-SES students explain that it is important to put in time and effort identifying what one is good at and enjoys before deciding what graduate jobs they would like to do:
Interviewer: And when do you think is a good time actually to start planning your career?
Jack: When you know what you wanna do and you find the thing that makes you happy and will, because if you don’t go into something that makes you happy or that you enjoy then you’ll get bored lose interest and just drop out. So as soon as you know that thing that you really enjoy I think just pursue that. (Jack, high-SES)
Jack continues that only when one is certain about what one would like to do in the future, one can be clear about their career goal and so ready to sacrifice other things in order to get a job that they really want. Examples of sacrifices include having to move to another area for a period of time or working for less money initially in order to get valuable experience which will enable the move to a better paid job later on. This idea that one needs to know oneself and what jobs would fit one’s personality is only explored by high-SES students who repeatedly stress the importance of being flexible and strategic about searching for a job in a chosen profession.  
[bookmark: _Hlk23776367]The importance of psychological capital for mobilising other forms of capital
High-SES students put emphasis on one’s psychological capital and believe that those who do not find a good job after graduation are not ‘brave enough’ (Mary, high-SES). Several high-SES students talk about the effort that one puts into looking for job or ‘putting oneself out there’: 
I mean a lot of people are like I want to do this and they never actually go and look and try and go for interviews and stuff like that. They just kind of keep saying I want this job or I want that job and they don’t try. (Cathy, high-SES) 
Similar to the importance of confidence, high-SES students explain that one needs to know what one wants in terms of a job and stick with it (not go for a compromise). Similarly, they mention that many students would take any job first after they graduate because they need money and then would keep looking for a good job. In this case, however, some may then be less motivated to look because they already have income. Therefore, some specifically state that they would sit at their parents’ home and do nothing else but apply to jobs and go to interviews until they find a job that they like. 
Similarly, high-SES students explain that one needs to be strategic and flexible about looking for a good job:
Unless you’re going into a job to make it like your set in stone that you’re never gonna move if not you be flexible and like to pick up experience to go to different places like. If you was to do a job maybe if you was to maybe do the job in Manchester get paid less money but then have a better title you can always use that to your advantage in the future. You could always then go like once you’ve got this like this better titled job you could then maybe go into the City in London and work for…more money than you would have made if you’d originally gone to London. (Lee, high-SES)
High-SES students also talk about commitment and perseverance when looking for a job but also when building one’s experience in a chosen profession. They talk about the ability to work hard and persist despite challenges with a clear goal in their mind. 
[bookmark: _Hlk23776375]The importance of social capital for mobilising other forms of capital
High-SES students point out that it is easier to think through one’s career choices if they have professional parents. Most of the high-SES students report that they have thought about what they want to do in the future. Several of them mentioned their parents and how their high-skilled jobs are directly related to what they themselves want to do in the future. For example, one student is planning to become a speech therapist and so her mother helped her organize a placement with a professional speech therapist through her work as a health professional. Another student admits that he is not worried about finding a job in the future because his father’s company runs a large graduate scheme. Other high-SES students report that they have talked to their parents and other professionals they know about their employment in the future, even though they are not necessarily sure which specific job they would like to do. These examples point out to a variety of ways in which social capital can be utilised such as a source of information about potential careers but also a way of securing competitive internships and placements, and building a career identity. 
In contrast, most low-SES students interviewed do not yet know what they want to do after they finish university, or are still hoping to come across something they like, as discussed by Holly (low-SES): 
Well I’ve looked at like I don’t know I’m pretty clueless like I’ve looked at everything to do with psychology and like it sounds interesting but like I don’t have anything where that I’m really passionate about that I really want to be. 
In contrast to high-SES students who are actively involved in finding more information about the jobs in the areas they are studying, low-SES students seem to take the ‘wait and see’ approach in that they currently focus on their studies and while studying different modules they hope to find something that they really enjoy and so want to do as a job in the future. This lack of career identity among low-SES students seems to a large degree be caused by the lack of career enhancing social capital, namely professional networks. These students are very conscious of their class disadvantage, which means that their parents are not able to help them build the right kind of social capital that would promote success on the graduate labour market. With non-professional parents, the only social capital that they have access to that would be relevant in this context includes their lecturers and in some cases older siblings who have graduated and are now working in the professional capacity.  Although university seems to promote students’ exposure to professional social networks in the form of employer seminars and job fairs, there seems to be a lack of awareness among low-SES students about how these extra-curricular events, which take time away from graded course work, are useful in enhancing their career opportunities in the future. The low-SES students’ lack of clarity about career pathways seems to be caused by less accumulation of social capital providing opportunities and insights into careers,  in addition to the social capital they do have not being as relevant for accessing professional and graduate-level jobs.
[bookmark: _Hlk23776979]Barriers to mobilising capitals
For many low-SES students employability classes provide the first encounter with the concept of graduate employability, although many fail to engage with it, focusing on their studies instead. They find studying at university stressful enough to divert their attention to the issues of employment which seem to still be in the distant future. 
Another reason for not being able to engage in the generation of human capital is that some students do not know what they want to do in the future and so delay planning their graduate career, focusing on the immediate things that are in front of them, i.e. studies. Some students explain that this state of not knowing what one likes, not being sure if one has even chosen the right course and having no idea what profession to choose in the future can be a difficult time and lead to some students feeling ‘disengaged’ (Jack, high-SES). Jack believes that it is these disengaged students who need more help from the university because they are struggling to find their path as future graduates and feel increasingly pessimistic about their future. Several students mentioned the fact that such ‘floating’ students are ‘scared’ of even thinking about employment because they know how difficult it is to get a job for a graduate in this economic climate. Another reason given for delaying thinking about employment is that some have not done well at university so far and know that they are not likely to get a good job and prefer not to think about this. 
It seems that low-SES students start thinking about their employment later than those who come from high-SES background. This is consistent with the fact that low-SES students often have less information about specific professional job sectors or specific professions largely because they do not have relevant people in their social circle. This lack of information may lead them to be less confident about their chances of getting a job after they graduate, which in turn makes them focus more on their studies and delay the decision about what job they may want to do in the future.
Although most students report knowing about internships and the year abroad programme, they do not seem to be fully aware of the importance of these for their employability.  Most low-SES students prefer to focus on their studies first and finish university as soon as they can in order to start earning money. For them, spending a year abroad for example means adding another year to their student status, which they do not see as desirable. Similarly, for many low-SES students unpaid internships are a luxury they cannot afford and therefore choose any paid work experience instead. Even if they can afford to bear the financial burden of internships and placements, often low-SES students do not seem to be able to access such opportunities due to the lack of relevant social contacts in the field. 

Discussion
Following Reay (2006), it seems that social class ‘remains the one educational problem that comes back to haunt English education again and again and again; the area of educational inequality on which education policy has had virtually no impact’ (p.304). Our study introduces the voices of university students that are often left outside of the debate about graduate employability and draws on individualised discourses around employment (Taylor and Pick 2008). This phenomenon is considered at the time of mass expansion of higher education, although aimed at widening access, produces other kinds of social inequalities including unequal access to graduate labour market by students coming from different social backgrounds and subsequent disparity on graduate returns (Green and Zhu 2010; Power and Whitty 2006). These inequalities play out through the differential access and ability to generate and mobilise multiple forms of capital, in interacting and intersecting ways (Tomlinson 2017). 
Interviews with high and low-SES students identified how students themselves view the role of various forms of graduate capital in their graduate employment prospects and what works, as well as what does not, in making them better prepared to face the challenges of the graduate labour market. First, the interviews have showed that employability classes can be a useful tool to help students, especially those from a lower social class, better understand the world of graduate labour market. They help them to generate a very much needed human capital in the form of information about requirements for graduate job applicants. They learn the concepts that they will have to understand in order to prove to their future employers that they are ready to take on a graduate job. However, while for high-SES students these concepts are intuitive and make sense in the practical setting of professional employment undertaken by those around them, for many low-SES students they remain vague for a long time afterwards, as their social circle does not provide a catalyst for how the capitals associated with these concepts are mobilised in practice. 
There is an important information gap that low-SES students experience when it comes to how these general employability concepts translate to specific jobs and professions. Additionally, when low-SES students acquire various forms of capital, they struggle with applying them and being able to leverage them as they transition into work. This suggests that instead of levelling the playing field through additional employability-focused interventions, universities have become a yet another field where higher-SES students take advantages of their privileges leading to better employability prospects compared to their less privileged peers.  
It seems that high-SES have a significant advantage over their lower-SES peers in their ability to mobilise various forms of capital. They are able to mobilise several forms of capital simultaneously (e.g. identity, psychological and human) and exploit the acquired capitals strategically to advance their careers.  In fact, high-SES students seem to strategize from the very start of planning their careers, i.e. from before they enter university and choose a course to study. This intuitive capacity to strategise is referred to in previous research as ‘concerted cultivation’ (Lareau 2011). They often come to university prepared for the course and having explored career opportunities that a specific course can offer. While at university they have the financial, social and psychological resources that support their involvement in internships and placements. In addition to having fewer resources available to them, low-SES students seem to lack clarity as to why it is important to engage in activities that help them generate various forms of graduate capital other than human. They also struggle with an extra level of discomfort finding it difficult to achieve academically, which generates further psychological issues preventing them from taking full advantage of opportunities available to them at university.
Not fully understanding how various forms of capital-generating activities offered by university could help them enhance their employability, and being generally overwhelmed by the university experience, lower-SES students prefer to focus their efforts on their studies rather than think about the world after university which seems very distant, incomprehensible and uncertain. Universities therefore need to find a way to better explain the employability criteria and factors enhancing it to their students.  There is further concern that such employability interventions may be exacerbating inequalities by diverting low-SES students’ attention away from their studies and thus further adding stress and decreasing their psychological capital. Although the low-SES students are aware of the opportunities available to them through volunteering, work placements and graduate schemes (Little and Archer 2010), they seem to lack practical support in accessing them. For example, many of those opportunities are unpaid, which is a major problem for those struggling to survive on a student loan and often holding a part-time job.  
In addition to practical concerns that many low-SES students voice, there are serious psychological barriers to low-SES students applying the capital they have gained in the graduate labour market. Coming from a less educated family background, these students struggle to process the amount and type of academic information they are required to take in and analyse while at university. They often lack confidence in their academic abilities, which combined with the pressure to think about employment after university results in a major psychological strain. Their emotional wellbeing is also very much affected by them being acutely aware of their social disadvantage in both the academic environment and the graduate labour market. Therefore, for them to succeed, these students need to receive more psychological support in the form of dealing with the stress that they face while at university but also in terms of supporting them in the process of ‘putting themselves out there’ in the labour market. Being confident about what one wants and strategic about how one goes about achieving it is the approach to finding a graduate job that high-SES students take for granted (Brookes and Everett, 2009), but one that low-SES students need to learn to succeed. 
It is important to note these findings are specific to the institutional context, a newer institution in England with a student intake across a wide SES-spectrum. The findings may not be as applicable in other contexts, such institutions with a different student intake, the embeddedness and investment in careers advice, and the specific segment of the labour market students are engaging with (i.e. services, higher vocational, professional). However, although the composition of the study body various across the higher education sector, gaps in employment and earnings exist at all types of institutions and the importance of engaging with students’ understanding and the subsequent findings reported in this article may provide a useful direction for research in different contexts.
Conclusions
Many employability factors are driven from outside of universities, such as family background, social connections and financial strain. However, higher education institutions can address the practical concerns that impede disadvantaged students from maximising their potential. There is a need for a more contextualised approach to supporting graduate employability, using the discourse of students to understand students’ perceptions and support them in their transition to the labour market and appreciate the different aims and goals that students have for their higher education experience. This paper addresses a gap in the literature on the variations across social class of how students acquire and mobilise different capitals to support their employability.
Further research could verify these findings in different institutional contexts, and in particular further exploration of student demographic characteristics, specifically the role of intersectionality in relation to ethnicity and SES, as results indicated some low-SES from different ethnic backgrounds students were strongly supported by their family networks. Such exploration could help target institutional interventions at students who have less access to such support to help them enhance and mobilise their various capitals. It would also be interesting for future research to explore whether low-SES students may have more success in developing their employability in certain career areas or through non-traditional routes, which facilitate the mobilization of the capitals that they have acquired (see Lehmann 2015).
The differing levels of parental and familial support across low-SES students shows how different tailored support is necessary—ranging from information about career options, targeting efforts at students already struggling academically, to bursaries for study abroad. These efforts need to account for the range of capitals identified in this analysis, as focusing on a single element ignores the multifaceted nature of students’ approach to employability and the intersecting nature of the capitals. Academics and practitioners can support students to ‘translate’ how different capitals can be mobilised and instigate catalysts for capital, for example through addressing hindrances on psychological capital.
Practically, institutions can be more strategic in how employability skills, particularly beyond human capital development, can be embedded within the formal curriculum to feel relevant and worthwhile for all students and scaffolded throughout a student’s course to support them from awareness raising, to planning and action. This also alleviates the tension that low-SES students face in prioritising studies or employability enhancement. Specifically, to support students through a difficult transition phase, particularly for low-SES students, institutions can raise awareness by presenting data about what students are thinking about and doing to support their career readiness, helping support students to gauge their activity and engagement, to ‘normalise’ their position and build their psychological capital. This can link to future efforts engage students in ‘changing the system’ rather than placing the onus on individual students to overcome inequalities (Burke 2015b), and to explore the role that career support may play in (potentially) reinforcing inequalities.
Students also need support for the stress that internalising societal inequalities places upon them, and acknowledgement that higher education is still not a level playing field. Following Reay (2018), in order to see a change here, a shift in needed in the conceptualisation of social exclusion which emphasises the role ‘of those doing the excluding rather than seeing the problem as located in the socially‐excluded’ (304). Social exclusion needs to be recognised as both relational and as a general social issue (Reay). The findings discussed here are relevant not only for the UK but for all developed countries, as the career markets for 21st century university graduates are no longer domestic but rather international (Bathmaker et al., 2013).
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