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Abstract Recent Australian government targets for higher education participation

have produced a flurry of activity focused on raising the aspirations of students from

low socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds. In this paper we test two key

assumptions underpinning much of this activity: that students from low-SES back-

grounds hold lower career aspirations; and that outreach activities appropriately target

secondary school students, given that younger students’ aspirations are relatively

under-developed. Drawing on a sample of 3,504 students, we map the intersection of

the career aspirations of students in Years 4, 6, 8, and 10 with SES and other demo-

graphic variables in order to contribute to the evidence base for academic, educational,

and political work on access to higher education and the policies, practices, and

outcomes that might ensue. Aspirations are assessed in terms of occupational cer-

tainty, occupational choice, occupational prestige, and occupational justification. We

found fewer differences by year level and by SES than expected. Our analyses

demonstrate both the complexity of students’ career aspirations and some of the

challenges associated with undertaking this kind of research, thus signalling the need

for caution in the development of policy and interventions in this field.

Keywords Equity � Higher education � Educational aspirations � Career

aspirations � Socioeconomic status

Introduction

The educational and career aspirations of Australian school students have been of

increasing interest to policy makers and university leaders especially during the past

six years since the Review of Australian Higher Education, also known as the
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‘‘Bradley Review’’ (Bradley et al. 2008). We have seen a flurry of activity across

schools and higher education institutions in relation to student aspirations,

especially the aspirations of students from low-socioeconomic status (SES)

backgrounds. Motivated by Bradley-inspired targets for 40 % of all 25- to

34-year-olds in Australia to have a degree by the year 2025 and 20 % of all

university students to be from low-SES backgrounds by the year 2020 (Common-

wealth of Australia 2009), as well as associated financial rewards for universities to

meet their targets, activity focused on aspirations has been high. In 2011, for

example, nearly 27 % of funding from the Higher Education Participation and

Partnerships Programme (HEPPP) was spent by universities on outreach initiatives,

in various attempts to ‘widen horizons’ and pique students’ interest in and sense of

belonging to university education (Gale and Parker 2013; Naylor et al. 2013).

During this period there has been a significant increase in the number of domestic

students enrolling in higher education overall and, most importantly from an equity

perspective, an increase for students from low-SES backgrounds and Indigenous

students greater than the overall expansion in the sector (Naylor et al. 2013),

although still at levels far from equivalent to the representation of these groups in

the population. Current figures for Australian universities suggest a ratio of around

0.62 for students from low-SES backgrounds and around 0.55 for Indigenous

students, with 1.0 indicating parity (Naylor et al. 2013). These figures signal that

there is much still to do if the key principle driving equity reform in higher

education is to be met, namely that the participation in higher education of equity

groups should match the distribution of such groups in the total population.

With entry to university impacted most by prior attainment, aspirations, awareness

of the long-term benefits of higher education, and the need for financial, academic, or

personal support once enrolled (Commonwealth of Australia 2009), there has been

growing recognition that pathways to university or to other post-school destinations

are often set well before Year 10 (15–16 years of age). Such recognition underpins the

expansion of university outreach activities beyond the later years of high school into

junior secondary and primary schools. And yet Year 10 remains the point in Australian

schooling at which most careers education is provided (e.g., Cardak and Ryan 2009),

the assumption being that it would be premature to commence careers education much

earlier given that younger students tend to hold unrealistic or ‘fantasy’ aspirations

(Gottfredson 1981; McMahon et al. 2001). However, we know comparatively little

about the aspirations of younger students, with most studies of aspirations focusing on

older adolescents (e.g., Bowden and Doughney 2010; Hawkins 2014; Marks et al.

2000). We also have limited insight into the complex ways in which aspirations change

over the years of schooling.

Similarly, government policies and university outreach activities that target

students from low-SES backgrounds, often framed in terms of ‘raising’ aspirations,

are based on the assumption that these students have lower aspirations than their

higher SES peers. It is true that low-SES students are under-represented in

universities (Gale and Parker 2013; James 2002), but to what extent is this explained

by differences in aspirations? We know relatively little about how career aspirations

intersect with SES and other markers of social difference, especially across the

years of schooling and across all SES categories.
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Purpose of this study

In this paper, we map the intersection of the career aspirations of students in Years

4, 6, 8, and 10 with SES and other demographic variables in order to contribute to

the evidence base for academic, educational, and political work on access to higher

education and the policies, practices, and outcomes that might ensue. Two sets of

questions have guided this analysis:

1. How early do career aspirations take shape? How certain are students about

what they want to do? What do they say they want to do? And for what reasons?

2. How do career aspirations vary by SES and other key markers such as gender,

prior achievement, location, and year level?

We argue that this analysis is particularly critical in the shifting political context

of fee deregulation, which is likely to make access to and participation in higher

education harder again for students from low-SES backgrounds. Even if these

students have aspirations for higher education and attainment levels that would

make them eligible, they might find the long-term financial debt harder to re-pay

and therefore might limit their enrolment in expensive degrees and careers of choice

(Perry 2014). The proposed shift in policy—away from the Australian Labor party’s

uncapping of undergraduate places and provision of significant HEPPP funding and

toward the elected Liberal government’s plan to address equity through the

provision of scholarships for the most ‘capable’ students—still depends in part on

currently under-represented or ‘non-traditional’ students (Schuetze and Slowey

2002) aspiring to and choosing university. In this political context, understanding

aspirations remains an important issue.

Our focus in this paper on students at different points in their schooling and from

different backgrounds is designed to both illuminate the complex functioning of

aspirations and disrupt potentially unfounded assumptions and conventional

understandings. By examining the relationships of a range of demographic variables

to aspects of career aspirations, we aim to provide rich data that can inform current

and future debates.

Methodology

Data

The sample for this paper is drawn from data collected in the second year of our

four-year longitudinal study, Educational and Career Aspirations in the Middle

Years of Schooling: Understanding Complexity for Increased Equity.1 A purposeful

sampling approach was utilised (McMillan and Schumacher 2009) in consultation

with the NSW Department of Education and Communities to ensure variance with

1 The project is an Australian Research Council Linkage project (LP120100013) funded by the

Australian Research Council and the NSW Department of Education and Communities.
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regard to SES and geographic location. The schools in the sample were categorised

as 50 % metropolitan and 50 % provincial. The school-level Index of Community

Socio-Economic Advantage (ICSEA)2 (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and

Reporting Authority (ACARA) 2013) ranged from a low of 638 to a high of 1192,

with a mean of 1002 and a standard deviation of 109, indicating that the distribution

of our sample is representative of Australian schools overall, where the mean

ICSEA value is 1000 and the standard deviation is 100.

Clusters of one or two government secondary schools and between five and eight

of their partner primary schools were identified. In each participating cluster of

schools, all students in Years 4, 6, 8, and 10 (in 2013) were potential participants.

The data were obtained from surveys completed by 3,504 students from Years 4

(n = 853), 6 (n = 985), 8 (n = 976), and 10 (n = 674) (16 students did not provide

a year level) from 59 schools in New South Wales (NSW) (43 primary, 13

secondary, and 3 central [K-12] schools, including one Catholic secondary school

already partnering with the local government schools). The sample contained equal

proportions of females (n = 1,732) and males (n = 1,730). In addition to the survey

data, we accessed National Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy

(NAPLAN) results and demographic data for each student.

Measures of aspirations

For this paper, we wanted to investigate different aspects of aspirations. First, in

order to test whether younger children’s aspirations are less well formed and more

tentative than those of older students we developed a measure of occupational

certainty, or the degree to which students expressed firm occupational or career

goals. Next, given the discourse of raising aspirations and related notions of ‘high’

and ‘low’ aspirations, as well as the link between university education and more

prestigious occupations, we utilised a measure of occupational prestige. Finally, to

enable more fine-grained analysis, we looked at the specific occupational choices

made by students and their reasons or justifications for their choices; we call this

occupational justification. Our methods for determining each of these are outlined

below.

Occupational Certainty

Students were asked in the survey if they knew what kind of work they wanted to do

when they grew up. If they answered ‘yes’, they were then asked to name the kind of

work (in an open-ended question) and their reasons for choosing it. If they answered

‘no’, they were asked for some of the kinds of work or specific jobs they had

thought about doing (if any). These questions allowed us to categorise the students

into three groups based on certainty about their future occupation: those who

expressed a definite idea of a future career; those who expressed a tentative idea for

a future career; and those who expressed no specific career interest.

2 ICSEA is the Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage created by ACARA to enable

meaningful comparisons of NAPLAN test achievement by students in schools across Australia.
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Occupational Prestige

Where students provided either a definite or tentative occupation, their open-

ended responses were coded according to the Australian and New Zealand

Standard Classification of Occupations (ANZSCO) (Trewin et al. 2006). The

ANZSCO codes were then converted into the Australian Socioeconomic Index

2006 (AUSEI06) (McMillan et al. 2009), which is an occupational status scale

ranging from 0 (the lowest status) to 100 (the highest status). The AUSEI06 also

includes measures of education in its calculation. Aspirations coded in the first-

third of the scale encompass non-skilled and semi-skilled occupations such as

labourers, sales assistants, receptionists, and hairdressers. Those coded in the

second-third of the scale represent skilled and paraprofessional occupations like

tradespersons, police officers, and human resource officers. Finally, those

coded in the top-third include professional occupations such as teachers,

lawyers, accountants, and medical practitioners. Students were categorised as

low, middle, or high aspiring, based on the thirds identified above. When

students provided more than one occupational choice, the most highly ranked

occupation was used.

Occupational Justification

Textual responses to the question ‘‘Why do you want to do this work?’’ were read

individually and emerging themes were noted. Only those students who indicated

certainty for a desired occupation (n = 2,474) were included in this analysis.

Twenty themes were identified through the coding process. The five most prevalent

themes formed the data for analysis of relationships between occupational

justification and the demographic measures outlined below.

Demographic measures

The major demographic measures of interest for this analysis were SES and school

year (Year 4, 6, 8, 10). Given differences within any SES category, and the findings

of prior studies (Dalley-Trim 2012; Kilpatrick and Abbott-Chapman 2002;

McMahon and Rixon 2007), we also considered gender and school location. Year

level and gender were accessible from school enrolment records provided by the

NSW Department of Education and Communities. Location was classified as

metropolitan or provincial, using the Schools Geographic Location Classification

Scheme reported in the MySchool website.3 Our method for determining SES is

outlined below, together with our approach to providing a measure of prior

achievement.

3 See http://www.myschool.edu.au/AboutUs/Glossary/glossaryLink. None of the schools participating in

the study fell in the remote zone in the Schools Geographic Location Classification Scheme reported in

the MySchool website.
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Socioeconomic status (SES)

Individual student SES was calculated using data sourced from school enrolment

forms. Parental level of education was represented by an ordinal variable coded 1

(Year 9 or equivalent or below), 2 (Year 10 or equivalent), 3 (Year 11 or

equivalent), 4 (Year 12 or equivalent), 5 (Certificate I–IV including trade

certificate), 6 (Advanced diploma/Diploma), or 7 (Bachelor degree or above).

Parental occupation was represented by an ordinal variable coded 1 (not in paid

work in last 12 months), 2 (machine operators, hospitality staff, assistants,

labourers, and related workers), 3 (tradesmen/women, clerks and skilled office,

sales and service staff), 4 (other business managers, arts/media/sportspersons, and

associated professionals), or 5 (senior management in large business organisations,

government administration and defence, and qualified professionals). These

categories are consistent with the data standards for student background charac-

teristics prescribed for nationally consistent reporting by schools, school systems,

test administration authorities, and assessment contractors (ACARA 2012).

The approach taken was to combine these variables into an equally weighted

composite score consistent with the approach of Marjoribanks (2003) and Khattab

(2005). These are not mandated fields on the enrolment form and there is a relatively

high incidence of missing data which in some cases rendered it impossible to

calculate this SES measure. To minimise data loss, the decision was taken to base

student SES on the highest educational level and the highest occupational status in

each family. Full data for the NSW government school sector was used as a

normative backdrop to separate SES scores into quartiles for later analysis.

Prior achievement

The students in this study were in Years 4, 6, 8, and 10 at the time these data were

gathered. To enable a comparable measure of prior achievement their individual

NAPLAN results from Years 3, 5, 7, and 9 were accessed. Attainment in NAPLAN

was taken as the equally weighted composite of individual student Reading and

Numeracy scores. Full data for the NSW government school sector was used as a

normative backdrop within each year level to separate student NAPLAN scores into

quartiles and percentiles where used.

Analysis

Separate analyses were conducted in relation to occupational certainty, occupational

choice, occupational prestige, and occupational justification.

Occupational Certainty

With three possible outcomes (Certain, Tentative, and Unformed) and thus a

categorical variable, multinomial logistic regression was conducted using SPSS to

analyse the dependent variable, occupational certainty. Prior achievement and SES

were represented through a series of dummy variables contrasting the effects of
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being in quartiles 1, 2, and 3 with the highest quartile, quartile 4 (the omitted

category). This allowed the odds ratios for the successively higher quartiles to be

presented and interpreted in the same way as the odds ratios for the other

independent variables in the model. The other independent variables included

location (provincial = 0, metropolitan = 1); sex (male = 0, female = 1); year

level (4, 6, 8, 10); and, educational intent (high school, TAFE, university).

Occupational Choice

Descriptive analysis was undertaken on the responses of the students who gave a

Certain or Tentative job choice. Between-group comparisons of the rankings of the

most frequently named occupations were conducted across categories by gender,

location, SES quartile, NAPLAN quartile, and school year level.

Occupational Prestige

Given the occupational prestige scale (AUSEI06) with its range from 0 to 100 as

described earlier, a multiple linear regression analysis was conducted to determine the

extent of the partial relationships between occupational prestige and other student

variables (year level, prior achievement, SES, gender, and location). Students providing

a Certain or Tentative job choice produced a sample of 3,196 for this analysis.

The need for multilevel analysis to capture between-school differences as

compared with between-student differences in the prestige of students’ occupational

choices was also tested. The two-level null model examined student-level variance at

level 1 and school-level variance at level 2. This revealed that the proportion of variance

accounted for at the school level was 5.5 % of the total variance in the prestige of

students’ occupational choices. School-level variances of this magnitude generally

indicate that multilevel effects will be trivial (Lee 2000; Preacher et al. 2011).

Occupational Justification

Emerging themes in the occupational justification data were discussed among

researchers and categories (nodes) were identified through inductive coding

(Thomas 2003) using NVivo. Responses were coded for all relevant nodes and,

in order to enhance reliability, nodes were discussed and refined throughout the

coding process. These nodes were identified by a descriptive word or phrase, taken

from the particular wording used by students. All nodes were exported from NVivo

into SPSS for further statistical analysis.

Results

Occupational Certainty

Of the 3,504 students, 2,474 (71 %) stated that they knew what kind of work they

wanted to do and then stated a specific occupation (the ‘Certain’ job outcome).
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Another 722 (21 %) initially responded that they did not know what kind of work

they wanted but provided a tentative occupation when prompted a second time (the

‘Tentative’ job outcome). Only 289 students (8 %) responded that they did not

know what job they aspired to and did not provide any tentative suggestions (the

‘Unformed’ job outcome). Nineteen cases had missing responses.

The multinomial regression showed a significant relationship, p \ .01, between

occupational certainty and the independent variables with the full model. The fit

statistics for the default model against the full model, and the significance of the

relationship associated with each independent variable are reported in Table 1. Year

level, prior achievement, educational intent, and SES were significant in accounting

for the occupational certainty of students.

Table 2 presents the relative odds ratios for Certain (the reference category)

compared in turn with the Tentative and Unformed categories. While growing in

popularity as an analytical approach, the results obtained through logistic regression

are notoriously difficult to interpret and frequently misunderstood (Osborne 2006).

One approach to assist interpretation is to include a common language description of

the effect size. Here we use Monson’s (1990) common language description of

effect sizes for odds ratios to indicate the substantive importance of each

statistically significant parameter (Robinson and Levin 1997). For example, the

relative odds of Year 4 students being tentative about their job choices are

moderately lower (OR = .43) than those of Year 10 students. The chances of being

tentative increase slightly for Year 6 students (OR = .56) but are still moderately

lower than those of Year 10 students. The non-significant result for the Year 8 group

indicates that the relative odds of making a tentative job choice are statistically

Table 1 Occupational certainty, default model against full model and effects for reduced model

Model Fitting Criteria Likelihood Ratio Tests

-2 Log Likelihood of Reduced Model Chi Square df Sig.

Likelihood Ratio Tests

Full model

Intercept Only 1581.56

Final 1470.97 110.59 26 .000

Effects—reduced model

Intercept 1470.97a .00 0

Location 1473.88 2.92 2 .23

Year level 1508.27 37.30 6 .00

Prior achievement 1501.71 30.75 6 .00

Sex 1473.25 2.28 2 .32

Educational intent 1491.88 20.91 4 .00

SES 1490.75 19.79 6 .00

a This reduced model is equivalent to the final model because omitting the effect does not increase the

degrees of freedom
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equivalent for students in Years 8 and 10. In comparison to those students who are

intending to go to university, those who are not planning any post-school education

are moderately more likely to be tentative about their occupational choice

(OR = 1.60). Furthermore, in comparison to students in the highest achievement

quartiles, students in the other three quartiles are less likely to be tentative in their

occupational choice (ORs ranging from .49 to .64). The smallest significant effect in

the model was for students in SES quartile 3 (OR = .72) indicating that students in

this quartile were slightly less likely to make a tentative job choice than the students

from higher SES backgrounds in quartile 4.

The strongest effects in the model occurred in the Unformed category for prior

achievement quartiles 1 and 2 (.38 and .36, respectively). The results here show that

students in the lower prior achievement quartiles are less likely to indicate an

unformed job choice. All other statistically significant effects relating to the

unformed job choice category were moderate or weak where they existed. These

included Year 4 students (OR = .47), students in prior achievement quartile 3

Table 2 Occupational certainty, parameter estimates

Occupational Certaintya Tentative Unformed

Sig. Odds Ratio Effectc Sig. Odds Ratio Effectc

Parameter Estimates

Intercept .000 .000

Year level

Year 4 .000 .43 Moderate .009 .47 Moderate

Year 6 .000 .56 Moderate .262 .75

Year 8 .476 .89 .371 .79

Year 10 b b

Prior achievement

Quartile 1 .000 .49 Moderate .003 .38 Strong

Quartile 2 .000 .54 Moderate .000 .36 Strong

Quartile 3 .003 .64 Moderate .028 .60 Moderate

Quartile 4 b b

Educational intent

High School .007 1.60 Moderate .000 2.56 Moderate

TAFE .260 .82 .768 1.09

University b b

SES

Quartile 1 .151 1.28 .798 1.08

Quartile 2 .141 .78 .917 .98

Quartile 3 .050 .72 Weak .024 .52 Moderate

Quartile 4 b b

a The reference category is: Certain
b This parameter is set to zero as it is the omitted category
c Description of effect size from Monson (1990)
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(OR = .60), and students in SES quartile 3 (OR = .52) being moderately less

likely, and students who indicated an intention to finish their education after

secondary school being moderately more likely (OR = 2.56) to indicate an

unformed job choice.

While overall statistical significance exists with respect to the key model fit

statistics and four of the six parameter estimates in the reduced model (see Table 1),

the overall model was relatively poor in terms of its explanatory and predictive

power. To help guard against possible over-interpretation of the parameter estimates

in the fitted model, Figs. 1, 2, 3, and 4 illustrate the variation in occupational

certainty in raw percentages across categories with the associated 95 % confidence

intervals for the statistically significant explanatory variables.

Occupational Choice

The responses of the students who gave a Certain or Tentative job choice were

collated and the five most frequently named occupations by gender, location, SES

quartile, NAPLAN quartile, and school year level are presented in Table 3. Across

all student groupings, only 11 occupations were named among the five most highly

ranked. Listed in prestige order from low to high (using AUSEI06), these were

mechanic, animal trainer, defence force, sportsperson, police officer, entertainer,

engineer, school teacher, psychologist, vet, and doctor. Sportsperson, teacher, and

vet appeared among the top five occupations for nearly every student group, with

the exceptions being that sportsperson was not ranked in the top five for girls

(instead ranked 11th) and school teacher and vet were not in the top five for boys

(ranked 7th and 11th respectively).

Fig. 1 Occupational certainty by year level
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A small number of occupations were ranked in the top five for only a small

number of student groups. These were mechanic (only popular with boys, low SES,

and Year 10), defence force (only boys and Year 10), engineer (only boys and Year

8), psychologist (only Year 10) and doctor (only girls, high SES, and high

achievement). There was no overlap in the top five occupations for boys when

compared with girls’ top five occupational choices.

Fig. 2 Occupational certainty by prior achievement quartile

Fig. 3 Occupational certainty by educational intent
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Occupational Prestige

The partial relationship between occupational prestige and the independent student

variables (year level, prior achievement, SES, gender, and location) was assessed

using multiple linear regression. All variables, except location, were significant. The

final fitted model after omitting location explained 13 % of the variance in the

occupational prestige score (F(4, 2562) = 96.94, p \ .01, R2 = .13, Radjusted
2 = .13).

The regression statistics are presented in Table 4.

The regression output indicates that when all variables are considered in terms of

their partial contributions, student prior achievement (b = .27) (assessed in this part

of the analysis as percentile ranks within year levels) was most strongly related to the

occupational prestige score, followed by gender (b = .17), SES (b = .09) (assessed

here as a continuous variable), and year level (a very modest but significant b = .05).

To consider the practical significance of these differences, the mean prestige score

for each of the groupings by year level, prior achievement, and SES were calculated

and are presented in Fig. 5. Overall, these data indicate differences within a narrow

range, with most of the means hovering around the top of the middle third of

occupations, between skilled/paraprofessional occupations and professional occupa-

tions. Figure 5 also reinforces the stronger relationship of prior achievement with

occupational prestige, followed by SES and year level.

Occupational Justification

The occupational justifications written by students who provided a definite job

aspiration were coded into categories with the five most prevalent themes listed

below, together with some examples. For each example, the student is identified by

Fig. 4 Occupational certainty by socioeconomic status (SES)
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gender, school sector (primary/secondary), SES, prior achievement, and occupa-

tional prestige tertiles (low, mid, high).

1. The job is related to something that they like or love (n = 803 or 32.4 % of

students):

I love art and I love the sea, I can’t stand to let animals die. I would like to

study the ocean till my arms and legs can’t swim anymore. (female, primary,

low SES, high achievement, high aspiration)

Because I love the human bones and i [sic] love crime so together it’s the

perfect job. (female, secondary, mid SES, high achievement, high aspiration)

Table 4 Summary of

regression analyses for variables

predicting the prestige of

students’ occupational choices

All effects were significant at

the .01 level

Variables Occupational Prestige

B SE B b

Year level 1.11 .39 .05

Prior achievement 5.52 .42 .27

SES .14 .06 .09

Gender 5.42 .88 .17

R2 .13

F 96.94
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Fig. 5 Mean occupational prestige by student group
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2. They think they will be good at or are interested in that kind of work (n = 408

or 16.4 % of students):

This field of work [astronomy] has always interested me. I dream of working

in this field of work. I believe that in this field of work I can show my full

potential. (male, secondary, high SES, high achievement, high aspiration)

I want to do this because I enjoy having an education and I would love to

help future kids with there [sic] future education. I have also got the

academic award 2 years in a row so learning new stuff comes easy to me.

(female, primary, mid SES, mid achievement, high aspiration)

3. The job involves helping others in some way (n = 351 or 14.2 % of students):

I have always been interested in helping people, and being a doctor sounds like

a really good job to have. (female, secondary, low SES, high achievement, high

aspiration)

I would like to do this job to save animals’ lives. (female, primary, low SES,

low achievement, high aspiration)

4. They think the job would be fun, enjoyable, or exciting (n = 327 or 13.1 % of

students):

Because engineering is something I enjoy, and I have a family history in the

ADF4. (male, secondary, mid SES, high achievement, high aspiration)

5. The job would earn them lots of money (n = 192 or 7.7 % of students):

I love computers and engineering is a good, high paying job. (male,

secondary, mid SES, high achievement, high aspiration)

These five most prevalent themes accounted for three-quarters of the 2,754 coded

justifications given by the 2,474 students who provided a reason or reasons for their

occupational choice. These five themes were examined further in relation to the

other key variables: year level, SES, prior achievement, gender, and location (using

Chi square or t tests as appropriate). Table 5 summarises the percentage of students

in each group who provided a reason identified within the relevant theme, as well as

the direction of all statistically significant relationships found. Empty cells signify

no significant difference.

Students in the primary years more often reported ‘like or love’ as the reason for

selecting their preferred occupation, as did students in the highest SES quartile and

females. While less frequently reported overall, being ‘good at or interested in’ as

the reason for selecting their job preference was more frequently chosen by

secondary students, high SES students, and higher achieving students. ‘Altruism’

was more frequently reported by students in the middle-SES quartiles and

considerably more often by female students. Year 10 students reported ‘fun or

excitement’ as the reason for the job choice more frequently than younger students.

While less frequently reported overall, ‘money’ was reported more frequently as the

4 Australian Defence Force.
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reason for selecting their preferred occupation by provincial students and lower SES

students, and considerably more frequently by male students.

Discussion

Beyond conventional understandings of year level and aspirations

The vast majority of research, policy, and practice pertaining to student aspirations

has focused on understanding and supporting the educational and career aspirations

of students in the last three years of secondary school. This focus is based on when

students are understood to make decisions about their post-school destinations,

given that their final school subject selections are made around that time, as well as

conventional understandings of their readiness for doing so. And yet we found that

the aspirations of younger students were similar in many respects to those of older

students. There was substantial commonality in the specific occupations favoured by

younger and older students (Table 3), and only a weak relationship between year

level and occupational prestige (Table 4), with older students choosing slightly

more prestigious occupations. The practical significance of this difference in

occupational aspirations is very low (Fig. 5), with only 2.4 points on the 100-point

occupational prestige scale separating the mean scores of the four year levels.

In examining occupational justification there was no difference between younger

and older students in the proportion providing altruistic or financial reasons, while

secondary school students more often justified their choices based on their interests

and strengths (Table 5). The main difference between younger and older students

was, somewhat counter-intuitively, that primary school students were significantly

less tentative about careers they might pursue than students in secondary school

(Fig. 1).

These findings raise questions about the current emphasis on aspirations in the

later secondary years in most Australian schools. For example, a 2014 Australian

Government call for development of a critical interventions framework for

advancing equity in Australian higher education identifies ‘later years outreach’

rather than early years outreach as a priority. While the tentativeness of students’

career plans at Year 10 might reinforce the need for support in career planning at

this point in schooling (with nearly 40 % tentative or undecided), it is not clear that

students are either ready to make firm decisions or need to. Our data on occupational

justifications suggest that the older students were drawing on the dominant

discourses of career education that encourage students to ‘know’ themselves, to

identify their strengths and interests, in order to find careers matched to their

individual ‘capacities’. Instead of the urgent focus on selecting a career, the focus

of career education could shift towards students’ reasons for wanting particular

careers, which could then lead them to consider ways in which a range of careers

might bring similar ‘payoffs’. For example, with the under-representation of girls in

engineering, knowing that altruism underpins the occupational choices of a

significant number of girls could mean exploring with girls the ways in which

engineering helps people and communities, as one part of their occupational
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decision-making. The suggestion here is not so much fitting the individual to a

narrow range of careers that suit his or her interests, but opening up the range of

possible careers by exploring how those careers might fit the individual.

Furthermore, the minor differences we found across year levels suggest scope to

explore students’ occupational futures as part of their education at an earlier age.

We are not advocating a simple replication of dominant approaches to careers

education in the primary school but there might be value in discussions focused on

motivations, pathways, and options. This approach counters developmental theories

of aspiration formation that have viewed younger children’s career aspirations as

based in fantasy, or as unrealistic, and therefore not taken seriously. Fantasy

occupations have been defined as career choices based solely on interests and

desires with no reference to ability, such as high-status jobs (doctor, lawyer, etc.)

that require tertiary education, or jobs such as musician or sportsperson that may not

be realistic in terms of children’s abilities (Ginzberg 1952; Gottfredson 1981;

McMahon et al. 2001). But who is to judge whether these career interests are

‘fantasies’, for whom, and at what point? Using a more literal notion of fantasy, of

the occupations named by more than 3,000 students across our whole sample, only

two students named careers that were ‘not real’—‘superhero’ and ‘king of the

world’. From as early as Year 4, the vast majority of students expressed interest in

‘real’ occupations. Most did so with a reasonable level of certainty (71 % certain, or

92 % tentative or certain) and mostly their career aspirations were classified as

middle to high prestige.

In any case these data call into question the focus on ‘raising’ aspirations. As

others have argued, the greater concern is to maintain aspirations (e.g., Cummings

et al. 2012). In addition, we are proposing that it might be important to think about

aspirations more broadly than the prestige score and necessary educational

attainment associated with a particular job. Our data on occupational justifications

suggests value in considering the reasons expressed by students for their

occupational choices in order to broaden the range of possible careers with

potential for fulfilling their hopes, interests, and desires.

Beyond conventional understandings of SES and aspirations

Given the under-representation of students from low-SES backgrounds in

universities and high prestige occupations that has underpinned equity policy in

higher education, we were particularly interested in the interaction of SES with

occupational certainty, prestige, choice, and justification. Looking broadly at SES,5

we found weak and moderate associations (respectively) with tentative and

unformed job choices (Table 2), and a relatively weak relationship with

occupational prestige, with higher SES students expressing interest in slightly

more prestigious occupations (Table 4). In practical terms however, this difference

between the mean scores of the lowest and highest SES quartiles was only 10 points

5 It has not been within the scope of this paper to tease out the relationships among the key variables

examined, such as how aspirations differ for low- and high-SES girls, or low- and high-SES students

living in metropolitan and provincial areas, however we will address these intersections in subsequent

analyses.
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on the 100-point prestige scale, indicating relatively small differences in

occupational type (Fig. 5). That is, the vast majority of students across all SES

quartiles were interested in professional or skilled/paraprofessional occupations.

Indeed, across the SES quartiles, vet, teacher, and sportsperson were consistently

ranked among the top five occupations (Table 3). The impact of SES was most

apparent in the career choices of doctor, which only appeared in the top five for

students from high-SES backgrounds, and mechanic, only in the top five for

students from low-SES backgrounds. SES also produced some significant

differences in occupational justification, with high-SES students more often citing

interest and passion as motivations behind their career choices and lower SES

students more often citing money.

While the differences by SES were relatively small, we do not want to suggest

that SES is unimportant or that additional support is not needed for students from

low-SES backgrounds. The stronger financial motivation of students from low-SES

backgrounds signals their hopes for occupational futures that provide financial

security, while students from higher SES backgrounds appeared to see greater scope

for pursuing their interests and passions. Taking into account that these data

included students in Years 4, 6, 8, and 10, we have evidence of the formation of

aspirations and differences by SES, as early as nine years of age.

These results emphasise the importance of education in ensuring that a broad

range of possibilities remains available to all students, including those from low-

SES backgrounds (Atherton et al. 2009; Tough et al. 2008). Knowing that

achievement in schooling represents the cumulative histories of students’ prior

achievement, as well as their lives outside school, these data remind us of

education’s critical role in overcoming rather than reproducing societal inequalities.

Whilst analyses of the educational achievement of Australian students through

international assessments like PISA consistently show that low-SES students are

lower achieving, there is more to be done in supporting the educational achievement

of these students in order to achieve their access to a full range of careers. This is

particularly true given the significant role of prior achievement in shaping

aspirations (Baker et al. 2014; Gorard et al. 2012).

The significant role of prior achievement

In all of our analyses, prior achievement was stronger than SES in explaining

students’ aspirations. Students with higher prior achievement expressed less

certainty about their occupational aspirations, likely signalling the greater range

of options available to them and a lack of urgency in selecting a definite career path.

Higher prior achievement was also the strongest factor in explaining aspirations for

more prestigious occupations and also distinguished students who provided

justifications for their occupational choices based on interest in or being good at

a particular discipline or field.

These findings reinforce the idea that ‘expanding’ or ‘raising’ the aspirations of

students from low-SES backgrounds might not be the key strategy for increasing

equity in higher education. Instead greater emphasis on supporting the educational

achievement of students from these backgrounds is likely to be more critical and
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more effective in recruiting a greater proportion of non-traditional students to

universities.

Unexplained variance

Despite the differences among groups found in our analyses, we reiterate that only

13 % of the variance in occupational prestige was accounted for by the combined

effects of prior achievement, gender, SES, and year level (and location was not

significant in any of our analyses, with the exception of more provincial students citing

money as a reason for their occupational choices). This means that the greater part of

the variance in occupational choice and prestige is accounted for by other factors. We

speculate that occupational aspirations as expressed in the career choices of individual

students have more to do with the specific confluence of family, peer, school,

community, and personal factors than with the demographic variables investigated

here and conventionally understood as primary determinants. In subsequent analyses,

using a ‘composite capitals framework’ derived from the theories of Bourdieu (1986)

and Becker and Tomes (1986), we will be exploring how cultural, social, economic,

and human capitals interact to impact on the educational and career aspirations of

students across all of the variables considered in this preliminary analysis.

Conclusion

Collectively, our analyses demonstrate both the complexity of students’ career

aspirations and some of the challenges associated with undertaking this kind of

research. Each of the variables examined and measures used in this paper poses

conceptual and methodological questions, including how we define each variable

and how we ask students about what they want to do or be, or what kinds of work

appeals to them and why. These apparently simple questions have no simple

answers. We have, however, demonstrated that some conventional understandings

about the relationship of age and SES to career aspirations are unfounded. These

analyses caution against both simplistic policy directives and superficial educational

interventions in a field where complexity prevails.
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