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Project description:
Students from low SES backgrounds are not only less 
likely to participate in higher education overall, but also 
less likely to participate in high status degrees and enrol 
in the most prestigious universities. This project addressed 
this seemingly intractable problem by mapping the 
specific occupational interests and educational intentions 
of school students from Years 3–12. Analyses were 
conducted to investigate which students (individually and 
by SES, prior achievement, gender, location, ethnicity and 
Indigenous status) expressed an interest in what careers, 
why, and at what points in their schooling.  

The overall objective of this project was to build the 
evidence base about the occupational interests of 
school students upon which targeted strategies could be 
effectively designed and implemented by universities, 
to increase access to and participation in higher 
education by students from low socioeconomic status 
(SES) backgrounds. Upon completion of all analyses the 
project will recommend targeted approaches to university 
outreach to:

1.  Inform effective recruitment, communication and 
promotional strategies for Australian universities; and 
ultimately;

2.  Increase the participation of students from low 
SES backgrounds across the full range of courses, 
disciplines and discipline clusters.

Conceptual and/or  
methodological framework:
This project used data gathered through the Aspirations 
Longitudinal Study1, including 10,543 surveys and focus 
groups involving 567 students. Survey data were analysed 
using a series of logistic regressions and focus group data 
analysed thematically in order to investigate questions 
designed to strengthen the evidence base for university 
outreach:

1. What kinds of students (by year level, SES, gender, 
ethnicity, Indigenous status, location and prior 
achievement) express interest in specific careers that 
require university education?

2. What reasons do students give for those career 
choices?

3. What understanding do the students convey about 
the path from school to higher education for their 
chosen career(s)?

1. The full title of the study is Educational and Career Aspirations in 
the Middle Years of Schooling: Understanding Complexity for In-
creased Equity. The study is an Australian Research Council Linkage 
project (LP120100013) jointly funded by the Australian Research 
Council and the NSW Department of Education and Communities. 

Preliminary findings:
1. We found that SES was not the most powerful 

predictor of interest in careers that require a 
university education, which is not to ignore the 
ongoing under-representation of students from low 
SES backgrounds. Rather, this finding highlights 
the need to consider how SES interacts with other 
variables. We found that student year level, gender, 
and prior achievement were more powerful 
predictors of student interest in most occupations 
requiring a university education.

2. Student reasons for career choice such as altruism, 
passion, and benefits associated with the job varied 
significantly based on the specific occupation. 

3. Many students were knowledgeable about the 
pathway into university.  Focus group discussions 
revealed a number of perceived barriers in relation 
to higher education, including obtaining the 
appropriate ATAR, access (primarily those from rural 
locations), cost of living and the cost of a degree, and 
employment opportunities.

Implications for the future:
1. Factors related to interest in careers are complex and 

differ by career type. However in this study, some 
factors such as gender, student cohort, year level, and 
prior achievement were more influential across many 
careers than other factors such as socioeconomic 
status, Indigeneity, and school location. A more 
nuanced approach to outreach, including designing 
programs that are meaningful and targeted and 
that take account of student diversity and specific 
career aspirations, will allow for both quantitative and 
qualitative gains in equity.

2. We found that students from low SES backgrounds 
have similar career aspirations to those from 
higher SES categories. The discursive emphasis on 
‘raising’ aspirations may be missing the mark if the 
under-representation of low SES students in higher 
education is more about factors such as the financial 
implications of attending university, perceptions 
of longer term debt, and potential constraints on 
capacity to navigate (Appadurai, 2004; Bok, 2010) 
pathways to university than SES alone. In this light, 
student outreach activities need to move towards 
a stronger focus on nurturing rather than ‘raising’ 
aspirations. The provision of more detailed and 
meaningful information (Gore et al., 2015) that 
provides students with tailored advice about what 
is needed for specific careers could lead to an 
improvement in the proportion of low SES students 
who attend university.


