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ABSTRACT

The current study explores the relationship between the Aspirations, Educational Ambition and Attainment of Secondary School students situated in a geographical area of Social and Economic Deprivation. Thirty students proportionately representative of a wider Year 10 cohort of one hundred and eighty were selected to partake in a case study aimed at identifying the key factors that underpinned the career-choices of young people and how this related to their personal aspirations, and related to academic ability and motivation the extent to which young people are “aspirational” for their futures and to examine how . A further sub-sample of fifteen students of Primary School Age (Aged 9-10 years) also took part in the study to identify aspirations were shaped over time. Qualitative data, utilizing the Careers-Wales data base “Career-Check” and in-school attainment data was combined with qualitative date generated through ethnographic techniques were used to establish the career-preferences motivations and influences of the students, in order to establish “What Matters to Young People”.


Results revealed that exposure to the stereotypical role model had both an immediate and an enduring negative effect on women’s interest in computer science. Differences in interest at both times were mediated by women’s reduced sense of belonging in computer science upon interacting with the stereotypical role model. Gender of the role model had no effect. Whether a potential role model conveys to women a sense of belonging in the field may matter more in recruiting women into computer science than gender of the role model. Long-term negative effects of exposure to computer scientists who fit current stereotypes in the media and elsewhere may help explain current gender disparities in computer science participation.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

The 3As of Success:
Student achievement (as most commonly understood within an educational context), is extremely complex, widely regarded as the product of many factors (Leithwood, 2005), and associated with an innate desire to succeed (MacLeod, 2018). Although not synonymous, the terms “success” and “achievement” find close alliance, both semantically and linguistically, with reciprocal reference often made to the extent to which success is achieved. In Wales, significant educational reforms over the past two decades has led to the implementation of national policies which seek to quantify the benchmark for educational success in terms of academic, occupational and economic accomplishment (referred to as attainment) at Macro, Meso, and Micro level (OECD, 2014).  
At micro (school) level, it is proposed that three mediating factors: Aspirations, Ambition and Attainment (the 3A’s), and the relationship between them (Hudley, et al., 2008; WAG, 2008), can be strong determinants of the extent to which successful outcomes are achieved, and there have been several noteworthy investigations into the extent these shape the career-choices made by young people (Schoon, et al., 2007; Mello, 2008; Ashby & Schoon 2010). In order to clarify terminology for the purposes of this paper, these terms will be interpreted as follows: 
· Aspirations: the ideals or goals that an individual hopes to achieve
· Ambition: the desire to achieve one’s goals
· Attainment: the highest level of achievement at a given point in time. 
(Abbott, Chapman, et al., 2014).
Several studies have identified a positive correlation between the 3A’s and occupational outcomes (OECD, 2014), influencing both the UK and Welsh Governments to develop National Policy focused on raising the aspirations of young people, particularly from disadvantaged areas (WAG 2008; Cabinet Office, 2009). There is a widely held acceptance that this approach will ultimately improve educational outcomes, increase social mobility (Carter-Wall and Whitfield (2012), and reduce the gaps in occupational progress that prevails between social classes (OECD, 2014). It is also proposed that the way teenagers think about their futures, education and employment can significantly impact on their future career prospects (Hughes, et al, 2016).
Fig1.The 3As of Success
                                              

While many scholars acknowledge a correlation between the 3A’s and occupational routes for young people, there are contrasting views on the relationship between them. Some researchers consider the interaction to be a fluid overlap (Fig 1), subject to influence by the socio-historical and environmental context of individuals (St Clair and Benjamin, 2010).  Others, however, have regarded the relationship as a process (Fig 2) where each of the taxonomical components sequentially affects the other in a linear route to determine occupational outcomes (Abbott, Chapman, et al., 2014). 

Fig2. The linear route to success:


The depiction of the factors that influence occupational outcomes as 3A’s is intended to conceptually underpin the theoretical framework for the area of research for this dissertation, along with its relevance and proposed contribution to the field of interest. In order to facilitate justification for the choice of research topic, and for the reader to fully appreciate both the approach and the outcomes of the investigation, it is also important, however, to understand the national and local context within which the study took place.

Context of the study:
The research for this dissertation was conducted over a four-month period.  Motivation for the project was inspired, to an extent, by my own professional experiences as a classroom teacher of 20 years at a secondary school, situated in, what is considered to be, a challenged socio-economic area when compared nationally (Stats Wales, WiMD, 2014). During this time, I have dutifully strived to maximise the academic potential of my students by instilling in them a sense of self-belief and ambition for the future, trusting that this would have a positive impact on their attainment over time, with admittedly sporadic success. 
In my current role of Raising Standards Leader (RSL), one of my responsibilities is to maximise student-potential to ensure that attainment outcomes are in line with modelled expectations (Gov.Wales, 2019). Nationally, statistical models have been developed to measure school performance utilising benchmark data to compare the performance of similar schools in terms of free school meals (FSM) eligibility of students, with FSM regarded as the main indicator of social deprivation in schools (WAG, 2013). Statistical analysis of outcomes for 16yr olds places each school into benchmark quartiles (BQs) against several Key Performance Indicators (KPIs). Schools in BQ1 are considered to perform well whereas BQ4 schools perform least well when compared to similar schools (My Local School, Wales, 2019). Within my own context, performance against modelled expectations has varied over the past three years, with the school placed primarily in BQ 2 or 3 for most KPIs. In order to improve school performance, one strategy has been a career-focused intervention program aimed at raising the aspirations of students in order to increase their educational ambition.
Within the scholastic field, it is widely acknowledged that not only is there a correlation between academic attainment and deprivation (McKinney, et al, 2012; WAG, 2013), but also that that socio-economic context is an important factor in shaping the aspirations of young people (St Clair, et al, 2011; MacLeod, 2018). Additionally, it is asserted that aspirations can be strong determinants of occupational outcomes and social mobility (Ashby and schoon, 2010). However, while there have been several studies exploring the relationship between the aspirations and career-choices of young people (Hughes, et al, 2016), there are significant gaps in research focused on the impact of career-interventions on aspirations and the choices made by young people. What matters to the youth of today? What influences the choices that young people make? These questions are mutually relevant because the extent to which aspirations and ambitions can be influenced to support attainment and occupational outcomes, could prove significant when implementing an effective in-school career-intervention program (Hughes, et al, 2016). Strategies that positively support retention in employment, education and training are also considered to be an optimal solution to reducing youth unemployment figures, and encouraging economic growth and social development (Scott, Fowler and McGorry, 2013). The answers to these questions, therefore, are especially applicable to a secondary school with 52% of its students residing within 20% of the most deprived areas of Wales (WiMD, 2019), and with 30% (PLASC, 2019) of its student population eligible for free school meals.

Rationale for the area of Research:
Nationally, Key performance indicators support theoretical research that young people from disadvantaged backgrounds unambiguously fair less well in school when compared to their more “affluent” peers (Gov.wales, 2019), Of particular concern to the current study is the proposition that teenagers from low socio-economic areas are more likely to underestimate the association between career-aspirations and educational goals (Hughes, et al, 2016), and this misalignment increases the risk of a young person becoming NEET (Not in Education, Employment or Training) (Estyn, 2014). The subsequent issues associated with adolescents and young adults becoming NEET are often more than economic (Scott, Fowler and McGorry, 2013), with research indicating that there is also a strong association with mental health issues (WHO, 2012), crime (Staff and Kreager, 2008), and increased mortality rates (Vogel, 2015). Furthermore, there is a significant body of evidence to suggest that young people are particularly vulnerable in terms of long-term employment prospects. In 2012, for example, 13% of 15-24 year olds were recorded as “economically inactive” across Europe (Scott, Fowler and McGorry, 2013, p8). Although these statistics reflected a rising youth population, it is suggested that the persistent trend is exacerbated by high numbers of students leaving school with inadequate skills to prepare them as they enter an inflexible labour market (Vogel, 2015). 
Teenagers in Wales therefore find themselves juxtaposed between both a challenging economic climate and an era of significant educational reform, with a pedagogical shift from a content-driven to a skills-focused curriculum (WAG, 2015). Against the backdrop of a National Mission that prioritises “delivering individual and national prosperity” (WAG, 2017, p3), the new Well-Being Act (WAG, 2018) strives for a more equitable nation whereby all citizens are empowered to fulfil their potential, irrespective of environmental and socio-economic circumstances. However, the millennial youth population may have greater opportunities in terms of education and employment than previous generations, but they are also faced with a fast-paced, complex and ever-changing labour market, potentially making decisions more difficult as they are confronted with a sequence of multifaceted life-choices (OECD 2010). Furthermore, the state pensionable age is due to increase to 68 years between 2044 and 2046 (Gov.UK , 2019), and is likely to be reviewed further in the future, which indicates a strong likelihood that young people will be expected to be in employment for much longer than previous generations. Research also suggests that employment is linked to health and well-being outcomes by reaffirming established socio-economic and psychological norms upon which individual identity, social roles and social status are built (Waddell and Burton, 2006).
The magnitude of this situation places a greater demand on schools to support young people to make a successful transition from education into employment and to enable them to make informed choices about their career paths (Gatsby, 2018), particularly in light of research indicating that statistically, there is a disconnect between youth career aspirations and the reality of the current labour market (CEE, 2020). Additionally, with the well-being of its citizens at the centre of national policies for education in Wales (WAG, 2018), looking ahead, there will need to be a strong focus by schools on the development of independent learning skills to help build resilience in young people empowering them to deal with a range of complex situations through life (Carpenter et al. 2003; Scott, et al, 2013). One of the challenges as the new curriculum develops in Wales, therefore, will be to ensure that the aspirations of young people are appropriately and contextually addressed through pedagogic approaches that “provide examples of real-life authentic contexts for learning” (PTLS, 2018), not only as a bespoke program of career-education, but as an integrated model embedded within the curriculum, to meet the needs of both individuals and communities (Hughes, et al, 2016) 
Aims of the Study
This dissertation will seek to explore further the relationship between career-aspirations, educational ambition and attainment of young people (Ashby and Schoon, 2010). The study will contribute to the field of interest by synthesising and contextualizing a range of theoretical perspectives in order to gain understanding of the factors that influence choices leading to career-outcomes within a specified setting. In contrast to research which has focused on the sequential relationship of aspirations, attainment and ambition of young people (Abbott, Chapman, et al., 2014; Hughes, et al, 2016), the study will focus on the mediating relationship of these factors, their interaction and potential to shape occupational outcomes, by seeking to identify the motivations for career-choices made by young people as they develop through secondary school. The unique and most important part of the study will address both the dynamics and the capricious nature of these choices, in order to stimulate further discussions around career-based interventions, as Welsh education moves in the direction of a skills-focused curriculum. The research will also draw on socio-historical theories (Bandura, 2001; Schoon and Parsons, 2002; Chlosta, et al, 2010), as well as socio-psychological perspectives (Deci and Ryan, 2001; Mercier and Sperber, 2011) to explore more deeply, not only what matters to young people, but also why it matters. Utilising Exploratory Case-study methods (Bernard & Bernard, 2012), patterns and trends in relation to the attitudes and behaviours of sub-sets within a specified cohort will be analysed in order to further examine the interaction of and between the 3A’s, to provide contextual significance from which to inform and shape future school strategies to optimise provision for career-focused education and curriculum development.

Conclusion:
In order to achieve the aims, the dissertation follows conventional protocol. An initial review of relevant literature has been conducted to establish a theoretical framework for the study, followed by the main body of research.  This has been structured into sections that address in turn, the methodology, analysis and interpretation of findings, leading to conclusions and recommendations. Ethical considerations have been addressed and are included in the methodology section.


CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE

A New Millennium, Social Change, and Young People
The life experiences of the youth population are changing. In the 1970’s many people in the UK knew by the end of adolescence, where they would live, what their occupation would be, and even, in many cases, their spouse (Damon, 2009). The new millennium, however, has spawned significant social transformation that has impacted, not only on education, leisure and lifestyle, but also on family and peer relationships (OECD, 2010).  Furthermore, these changes have taken place in a relatively short space of time – no longer generational as our parents and grandparents experienced. There has also been an extension to the period of time young people are dependent on their parents, creating a new sub-group, which Arnett (2004), referred to as Emerging Adulthood. The traditional transitions between family, school and work have thus become distorted as futures become less certain (Furlong, 2006; Damon, 2009). 
It is probably reasonable to suggest that the millennial youth have been provided with far greater opportunities than previous generations, with changes in the labour market leading to an increase in demand for flexible, skilled and educated workers, leading to wider possibilities in both work and learning (OECD, 2010). More diverse routes through the education system, with greater availability of vocational or academic routes, have resulted in young people choosing to stay in education longer, with Post-16 and further education no longer viewed as the preserve of an elite minority (Mello, 2008) but becoming available to the masses. However, the “opportunistic age” has potentially created a climate of trepidation and anxiety for young people in the face of the serious and complex choices ahead, leading to increased stress and vulnerability as individuals become more accountable for their own fates (Damon, 2009). It has been proposed that periods of social and economic uncertainty negatively influence aspirations (Furlong, 2006), a salient point within the context of this study, because it is also widely recognised that teenage aspirations, and the ambition to achieve these, can significantly shape occupational outcomes (Martin and Ross, 2007; Mello, 2008). Furthermore, some studies suggest that having a purpose in life is connected to the achievement of one’s occupational ambition, and as such, impacts on the extent of satisfaction and contentment in adult-life (Carpenter et al. 2003; Scott, et al, 2013).

What Matters To Young People? 
Twentieth Century studies (Cook, et al, 1996) revealed that pre-high school children already have a detailed knowledge about the jobs market, and have started to consider career-paths at quite a young age.  However, many scholars dismissed the validity of adolescent aspirations, claiming them to be unstable and subject to change several times over before adulthood (Phipps, 1995). Traditionally, there have been two schools of thought regarding teenage aspirations:  
The deficit model proposes that when considering their future direction, young people are largely indifferent, often facing career opportunities with apathy and atrophy (Straton, 2008). As far back as 1965, Kenneth Keniston described a growing sub-culture which he referred to as the “uncommitted”, where young people either had significant lack of direction and were seemingly unbothered by this state, or, had aspirations, but little commitment to achieve them (NY, 1965). With the dawn of a new millennium came the introduction of a new term, and the economically unoccupied youth found themselves newly categorised as NEET (Fullarton, S., 2002). With a growing body of evidence connecting the career-goals of teenagers to occupational outcomes, educational success and even social mobility (Martin and Ross, 2007; Mello, 2008; Schoon, 2010),  government plans for public reform set out to raise the aspirations of 2.4 million teenagers and young people across England (Cabinet Office, 2009; DFE 2010). 
The growth model of teenage aspirations, however, takes an alternate view, asserting that young people do have a clear vision of where they want to go, what they want to accomplish in life and why, even though they may not become committed to pursuing these until young adulthood (Damon, 2009). Within this culturally progressive model (Paton, 2011), it is proposed that children from all backgrounds, irrespective of class, gender or race (regarded as determinants of occupational outcomes (Schoon, 2010)), are aspirational (St. Clair and Benjamin, 2011), with many wanting to gain professional qualifications and become professionally employed (Kintrea, et al, 2011). It is also recognised that many young people have the potential and inclination to take advantage of new opportunities within their own social context, with the capacity to respond to changes in the operation of the labour market (OECD, 2010). 
Some scholars have also pointed out that it is important to make a distinction between individuals having aspirations, defined as what one hopes will happen, and the extent to which the individual considers these to be attainable – what one expects to happen (Croll, 2008). Expectations for the future can significantly influence the decisions made by young people, and it is therefore important not to assume that the choices they make are true reflections of the aspirations they hold. Consequently, conclusions that that young people, including those from poorer backgrounds, have lower aspirations, based on the career-choices they make, could be misleading (Carter-Wall and Whitfield, 2012). 

Decision-making, Motivation and Goal Pursuit
Empirical studies from within the UK and America (Van de Werfhorst, et al, 2003; Damon, 2009) have suggested that the process of decision-making - the act of forming opinions about various alternatives and selecting the one most likely to achieve a goal or goals - even from pre-adolescence (Ritchie, et al, 2004), has an impact on both aspirations and occupational outcomes in adulthood. Evaluation of future options leads to judgements being made which further lead to expectations.  In general (although not always the case) it is these judgements that determine the choices made (Carter-Wall and Whitfield, 2012). As such, there is an acknowledgement that the relationship between decision-making and motivation determines the extent to which the aspirations and the pursuit of goals are achieved (EEF, 2017).  Within the scholastic field, Socio-Psychological models can be used to frame the breadth and range of traditional and contemporary research which has attempted to understand layers of social and cognitive influence on both the process of making decisions and the motivation that underpins this (Young, 2018).




When considering “how” humans reason, Cognitive Development theories have been traditionally employed within the field of Social Psychology to explain the progression of rational and logical reasoning as young people develop (Brown and Desforge, 2013). Jean Piaget, 1972 proposed that cognitive development occurs in four stages, from birth to adulthood, from the most basic Sensorimotor Stage (0-2 years) to the Formal Operational Stage(aged 11-15 years), where humans are able reason hypothetically.  Thinking hypothetically involves higher order skills such as abstract and deductive reasoning (Berger, K 2014).  In the tradition of Piaget, it is wrong to assume that children are “little adults” who know less.  They actually think and interact with their environment in a different way as they develop both cognitively and socially. 
This theory is relevant to the study because it infers that young people progressively learn to make informed choices, within specific age-ranges.  However, this theory has been challenged from within the field of Sociology for devaluing cultural influences on cognitive development (Callaghan, 2004), and by contemporary Psychologists for being too process-driven, limiting the individual potential of human development (Wood, et al, 2012).

Piaget’s Process of Cognitive Development:

Research over the past twenty years, in particular, has extended the focus within this field of interest to the why as well as the how of human reasoning behaviours. Augmentative theories propose that the main function of reasoning is argumentation (Cunningham, et al 2010), and that we come to know our goals by rationalising with ourselves or with others (Weber and Johnson, 2007). Some studies have shown that the sustained engagement in dialogic argumentation, particularly in middle-school, helps to develop decision-making skills (Kuhn, 2001; Kahneman, 2003). It is acknowledged within these studies that cognitive development is a factor of higher-order decision making, with an assertion that, as they mature, young people move from a need to express their own views irrespective of others, to analysing alternate views to find holes, engaging in critical thinking, which is more common in older adolescents (Kuhn, 2001). However, contrary to Piagetist theories, advocates of augmentative theories link dialogic reasoning to maturity rather than specific age-related stages (Mercier and Sperber, 2011). 
Paradoxically, however, while asserting that dialogic argumentation improves decision-making skills, some proponents of this view contend that this method of reasoning actually leads to poor decision-making precisely because it is linked to the process of arguing (Weber and Johnson, 2007). The skilled arguer does not pursue the truth – but rather the support of personal outlooks, which results in “Confirmation Bias” (defending one’s own position) and therefore distorts objective evaluation (Mercier and Sperber, 2011).  Nevertheless, this area of research would suggest that, while it may not yield the best results, reasoning frequently influences decision-making more than any other factor, while also having a positive effect of satisfying the individual by reaffirming their version of “truth” by providing justification for judgements made. Reason therefore, enables a person to defend or justify a choice, even if it is not the most accurate determinant of the choice (Mercier and Sperber, 2011).
While there is no single agreement within the scholastic field, of how to make the best decisions, It is widely recognised that there are two methods involved in the process of decision-making. Type One is fast, intuitive and high capacity, and dominates our reasoning most of the time (Evans, 2010), whereas Type Two is reflective with low capacity, closely linked to cognitive ability (Stanovich, 2010). Kahnemn, 2003, has proposed that weighing up the advantages and disadvantages of a situation is likely to yield most successful results, whereas other scholars would suggest that sound judgements lie within our subconscious, and therefore the best thing to do is to “sleep on it”  (Dijksterhuis and Van Olden, 2006). However, some scholars suggest that use of intuition and split-second decisions are equally valid (Gladwell, 2005). This view is supported by studies of syllogistic reasoning (Shynkarkuk and Thompson, 2006) which discovered no substantial difference in accuracy when participants volunteered an immediate response or when they deliberated and reflected to a given situation. 
In conjunction with theories exploring how decisions are made, many scholars believe that the motivations that underpin this cognitive process are likely to feature significantly in influencing the extent to which the decisions are acted upon. Self-Determination Theory (SDT), for example, is a long-standing macro-study that proposes that human motivation needs to be explored and understood within the context of the psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness (Deci & Ryan 1985; Ryan & Deci 2017). SDT advises that these underlying needs are part of our intrinsic development as organisms as we are naturally inclined towards pursuit of happiness and well-being (First proposed by Kohut, 1977). These desires are innate rather than learned and are also universal (Ryan and Deci, 2017). It could be argued, therefore, that a critical issue in goal pursuit is the extent to which people seek to satisfy these three needs as they pursue their valued outcomes (Ntoumanis and Standage, 2009.). Motivation, performance and well-being are considered to be undermined by extrinsically-motivated goals, including rewards, as people feel controlled by these, rather than in control, forestalling intrinsic motivation and satisfaction of these needs (Koestner and Ryan, 1999; Eisenberg and Cameron, 1996).  In contrast, Intrinsically-motivated goals are regarded as having a positive impact on well-being (Zukerman, et al, 1978; Koestner, et al, 1984; Deci and Ryan, 2017), and this view is supported by earlier studies into the concept of relatedness, which discovered that students are more motivated when they regard their teachers as warm and caring, satisfying the need for maternal recognition. (Ryan, La Guardia, et al, 2000).  
Historically, there has been much debate as to whether or not the most significant determinant of motivation is the process of goal pursuit (Skinner, 1953), or the goal itself (Hull 1943; Sheldon and Kasser 1995). While this area of discussion is deemed beyond the scope of this paper, other themes from within the field of Socio-Psychology are applicable to the current study, including the extent to which aspirations are freely chosen or socially constructed (St Clair and Benjamin, 2010).

What Shapes Aspirations?
Research suggests that aspirations are one of the biggest factors in determining the career-development of young people (Ashby and schoon, 2010). With several noteworthy studies indicating a positive correlation between teenage aspirations and occupational progression (Martin and Ross, 2007; Mello, 2008), scholars have also sought to make links between teenage career aspirations and social attainment (Ashby and Schoon, 2010). As a result, sociohistorical and socio-economic factors have also been examined to determine their impact on shaping the aspirations and occupational choices made by young people (Schoon and Parsons, 2002; Ritchie, et al, 2004; Damon, 2009; Cheyan, et al, 2013).  
The mediating effect of socialisation on the attitudes and behaviours of young people is well-documented (Zuckerman, 1976; Erikson and Goldthorpe, 1993; Shavit and Muller, 1998). According to several “Social Learning” theories of the twentieth century, individuals learn by observing the behaviours of significant others, such as parents, within their social context, “normalising” these into “internal codes”, which in turn influences decisions including occupational choices. Traditionally, social class has been widely regarded as one of the most influential mediating factors (Broenhoeffernberger, 1979), shaping parental aspirations for their children (Roberts, 1980) which in turn influence the aspirations and career choices of the young people themselves (Broenhoeffernberger and Morris, 1998). The socialisation process has also been regarded as a key determinant in the development of social gaps linked with gender and even race (Bandura, 1986).
Several investigations have concluded that occupational outcomes are connected to maternal social status and, in particular, the mother’s level of education. It is argued that the level of education a mother achieves, often determined by social class, is related to the level of aspiration and enthusiasm she has for her child’s career-path, and these factors in turn, influence the child’s own perceptions and ambitions (Broenhoeffernberger, 1984; Broenhoeffernberger and Morris, 1998). Social class is therefore considered to impact on parental perceptions of acceptable occupations (Roberts, 1980), and it is believed that these early childhood experiences become internalised into norms of behaviour by young people (Korunka, 2003; Schroder, et al., 2006). As such, teenage aspirations, ambition and social class interact with each other to determine occupational outcomes (Damon, 2009). 
Research suggests that parental social position does influence children’s career-choices, with some empirical studies of longitudinal data demonstrating that children from middle classes were more likely to choose professional routes such as law and medicine at university, regardless of ability (Werforst, et al, 2003), and that this is linked to higher aspirations when compared to working-class peers (Schoon, 2001). It has also been suggested that the mediating effect is most prevalent during the teenage years, impacting on both aspiration and attainment, and therefore influencing future occupational outcomes. As a result, parental social class is a good predictor of both teenage aspirations and educational achievement, with lower income families demonstrating lower parental-aspirations, leading to less-ambitious teenagers (Ashby and Schoon, 2010).  However, although these theories propose that parental aspirations can impact strongly on academic aspirations of children, some scholars are keen to point out that evidence would suggest that these are only indirectly linked to children’s career-choices (Bandura, 2006).
Propositions that working-class families are less ambitious or have lower career-aspirations thus affecting job prospects and social mobility are also strongly contended within the academic field. Morriston, et al (2008), for example, argue that this is almost tantamount to blaming poor people for being poor.  While acknowledging the impact of social context on individuals, Elder (1999), argued that we should not underestimate working-class parental ambitions for their children to succeed. According to Breen and Jonsson (2005), educational stratification and social mobility is primarily linked to class, but this is due to inequality of opportunity and socioeconomic conditions rather than lack of aspiration. Similarly, Goodman and Gregg (2010) point out that what may look like low aspirations may actually be high aspirations that have become “eroded” by negative experiences, and what exhibits as parental disengagement with education may actually reflect the inability of schools to effectively work with parents.  They may still be highly committed to their children, but display it differently. Brown (2013) concurs, stating that fairness is not about reducing social inequalities but about providing equality of opportunity within the job market. In this way social mobility will be linked to individual ability and ambition. It is also duly noted that traditional proxies for social classification such as occupations and employment, have changed in the past two decades (Furlong and Cartmel, 2006). This raises the question as to whether or not the traditional parameters which structured life-chances are still relevant (Damon, 2009), a salient point given the results of the Great British Class survey of 2013, which increased the number of classes in the UK from three to seven. 
Nevertheless, there is still wide acknowledgement that young people’s experiences continue to be shaped by class, gender and race, with traditional determinants of educational success still regarded as having a powerful influence on pathways and outcomes (Ashby and Schoon, 2010).  However, the idea that low aspirations are the cause of the gap between educational and vocational outcomes has been challenged, with some researchers  pointing out that individuals draw on the resources of their own context. According to St Clair and Benjamin (2010) aspirations are socially constructed and performative, limited by social constraints. They are “determined by the needs of the moment as much as by a genuine expectation for the future” (p502), and do not reflect the shortcomings of young people and their families. They contend that children from all backgrounds, irrespective of class, gender or race, have aspirations.  What is important is that we recognise what these aspirations are telling us about our communities, reflecting a person’s social status and the framework of their social position. Aspirations matter but they do not transcend the social circumstances within which they are formed (p506). Carter-Wall and Whitfield (2012) concur that it is questionable to assume that poorer children have lower aspirations, arguing that these assumptions have historically led to “hopeful” interventions with “unknown” effectiveness in enabling disadvantaged children to realise their ambitions. Kintrea, et al (2011), also challenge the assumptions that working class parents and children have lower aspirations, arguing that there is little statistical evidence to support theories that this social group has unrealistic or underdeveloped aspirations, while several studies demonstrate that many young people from all backgrounds hope to gain professional qualifications and become professionally employed. For Kintrea, the main issue is that disadvantaged young people don’t know how to fulfil their ambitions. Therefore the focus should not be on raising aspirations to increase attainment and occupational outcomes, but on offering families support to learn more about educational choices and career options so that they can make informed choices about their futures (Kintrea, p..). 
Another perspective within this debate is that the working class have less incentive to achieve because the primary ambition and educational goals of young people and their families’ are to acquire a level of attainment that will allow a class position, at least equal to the family of origin (Holme, 2002).  This corresponds closely with the “relative risk aversion” proposition of Breen and Yaish (2006). According to this theory, there are three main reasons why young people from different social backgrounds but of similar academic ability make different career choices: Decision (high-risk further education versus low-risk vocational routes), threshold (incentive to achieve minimum acceptable level of attainment) and subject-belief parameter (belief in successful outcomes). Ambition, or the desire to achieve, has long been considered a factor in career progression, irrespective, to some extent, of academic ability or achievement (Furlong 2006). The child’s perceived academic and occupational efficacy has been found to influence aspirations and motivations as well as personal resilience (Hackett, 1995), and as such, has been considered to be a determinant in teenage career-choices: the stronger the self-belief, the higher the aspirations, the wider the choice of career options considered by the individual. Of particular interest to the current study, was that the biggest influencer on career-choice was child’s perception of ability rather than the actual ability itself.

Hackett’s Model of Self-perception[image: ]




Within a sociohistorical context, it is also acknowledged that personal traits such as age, gender, resourcefulness and temperament, are significant in determining the extent to which aspirations are realised (Costa and McCrac, 1992; Bronhoefennbrenner, 1999; Vondracek, 2019). Bronhoefenbrenner and Morris (1998) referred to the most influential factors in their PPCT model: Process, Person, Context and Time. Of these, context was regarded as being most significant, but the personality of the individual also counted, in particular the traits of temperament, motivation and persistence. Werforst, et al (2003) concur with this view, acknowledging theories around the importance of self-efficacy, asserting that young people generally choose subjects that they are good at or perceive themselves to be good at in school,  leading to increased confidence, and motivation. Research into entrepreneurial career-paths has also demonstrated the significance of personal traits, with personality considered one of the biggest influences on a person being self-employed (Rauch and Frece, 2007), the key characteristics being defined as openness, creativity and originality (Zao and Seibert, 2006). 
Behavioural traits are also believed to influence occupational attainment as people learn from each other (Bandura, 1986), and as such, it is advocated that young people should be exposed to role-models at an early age to support occupational development (Carr and Sequueira, 2007), and this is further developed by Chlosta, et al. (2012) who proposes that personality and role-models jointly influence a person’s career-choice. In terms of role models, parents are regarded as typically important in shaping children’s lives, as has already been discussed. However, during adolescence, peers become increasingly important (Furman and Buhrmester, 1992), mainly because they spend more time with each other. (Kandel 1996), and some research has indicated that adolescents are more likely to select courses their friends take, post-16 (Field, 2004). Career-aspirations have also been linked to values such as impressing people (Eccles, 2009), and wanting to do better than peers in school (Liem and Nie, 2008). To many scholars, peer and role-model mediation is important for young people as it provides them with a sense of belonging, and identifying with an employer or a particular career has been found to significantly influence that choice of course that may be selected at college (Riegle-Crumb,et al., 2006). Research into girls and STEM subjects, for example (Cheryan, et al., 2013), found that women identified with female role-models who broke down stereotypes about women’s abilities, but had less interest in these subjects when exposed to “stereotypical” scientists compared with “non-stereotypical”.  “Stereotypical” was defined in this instance as, “socially awkward, obsessed with technology, and unskilled in relationships” (Cheryan, p72), leading the researchers to conclude that gender bias through media portrayal may be a contributing factor to the low number of girls selecting STEM subjects, as “feeling a sense of belonging in an academic field is a powerful predictor of subsequent interest in that field” (Cheyan p73).  
Although a causal relationship between aspiration, attitude and educational outcomes is less defined than on occupational outcomes (Carter-Wall and Whitfield, 2012),   in the past 20 years it would appear that education has become more significant to young people, with the average length of schooling having risen across all social classes (OECD, 2014). However, although educational experiences are still diverse, class and gender are still considered to be the biggest determinants of educational achievement and occupational outcomes (Furlong and Cartmel, 2006; Carter-Wall and Whitfield, 2012). Damon, (2009), also argues that the education system does not prepare young people sufficiently to meaningful and rewarding future paths.  Schools are good at building skills but it is further education that exposes young people to an array of ideas and cultural understandings. One of the issues is that, in school, students are often told what to do without an explanation of why it is important, with a focus by education systems on short-term, narrow instrumental goals such as exam outcomes. Within the new curriculum, the profile of employer-engagement has been significantly raised (EEF, 2017; Careers Wales), although there is also a case that the resource level of schools to provide career-informed interventions and support, varies significantly, impacting on the development of students' career interests as well as their decision making with respect to both educational and career choices (Swan, 2011).

CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
 
Research Aims:
The research took place in an 11-16 coeducational Secondary School, and focused on the educational and personal experiences of Year 10 students (aged 14-15 years).  The location of the school, along with five of its feeder- primary schools, is considered to be in an area of economic deprivation (WiMD, 2019).  Socio-economic factors are widely considered to be determinants of academic attainment (OECD, 2010; WAG, 2015), and the school performance indicators reflect this trend, falling below the National Average, although they do compare well to similar schools across Wales (AWCDS, WAG, 2018). Within the scholastic field, there is much debate around the impact of social class and economic status on the career-aspirations and ambitions of young people.  Traditionally, it has been asserted that young people from disadvantaged backgrounds either have low aspirations or little commitment to achieve them (Phipps, 1995; Straton, 2008).  However, there is a growing body of evidence to suggest that actually young people do have a clear vision of future life goals and accomplishments, even though they may not be committed to pursuing these until adulthood (Paton, 2011; Carter-Wall and Whitfield, 2012; EEF, 2016).
It is recommended that when conducting social research, competing theories should be tested in order to validate the results (Smith, 1975; Cohen, 2011).  However, the main purpose of the research was not to evaluate these theories, but rather to explore the relationship between the aspirations, educational ambition and attainment outcomes of teenagers from within a specific context, along with the factors that shape these. Nevertheless, several hypotheses posed from within the field of interest shaped part of the discussion in Chapter Five. Ultimately, however as the main purpose of the study was to determine the extent to which career-focused interventions might impact on attainment outcomes of secondary-school students, the overarching aim of the study was to explore: “What matters to young people?” 


Methodology: 
It is asserted that educational research can be problematic as it involves working with human subjects and all the complexities associated with them (McWilliam, 2006), and it can be challenging to impose sufficient controls to establish direct measurements of the variables being studied (Carlson, 2009). Therefore, when developing a framework within which to plan educational research, it is advised that the purpose, questions and research paradigm are carefully thought out beforehand (Cohen, 2011, p 116). 
As an ontological study, it was important to adopt methods that were less likely to influence reality and the relationship between different aspects of social and cultural norms (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). The aims of the research were predominantly exploratory, intended to “portray, analyse and interpret the uniqueness of real individuals and situations through accessible accounts” (Cohen, 2011, p129), and In order to facilitate this, a case-study method was implemented, utilising linear analysis and organised in the IMRAD (Introduction, Methods, Results and Discussion) style (Wu, 2011).  It is also recommended that when facilitating subjective research, a mixed methods approach is preferable, as this reduces bias through augmented triangulation of data (Mertens, 2007).  Ethnographic techniques such as interview and observation were therefore adopted when conducting the research as not only are they field-based, personal and holistic (Cohen, 2011), but also multifactorial, and can be conducted through the use of several data collection techniques, qualitative or quantitative in nature, to get to an outcome (Burton and Bartlett, 2009). Additionally, it is acknowledged that ethnographic procedures are suited to studies where the researcher is not looking to generalize the findings, but rather considering these within the context of the situation (Dewan, 2018). 
Qualitative data, generated primarily through interview, observation and field work, was used to draw conclusions and formed a large part of the study.  Historically, qualitative methods have been criticized for being too small-scale, bias, anecdotal and lacking rigor. According to Cohen (2000), it is essential that data generated is reliable and can be replicated over time, and the more qualitative the research design, the “less reliable the data becomes” (p117). According to Hitchcock and Hughes (1995), the unique and important feature of case-study research is that it seeks to understand the perceptions of the subject in relation to given factors.  This is a view shared by Yin (2009) who acknowledges that it is important to set the case within its given context, and advises that direct observation and interview can help to penetrate situations not always accessible by numerical analysis. However, Nisbet and Watts (1984) point out that there are limitations to the use of interview material to generate qualitative data within a case study as the data generated cannot be generalized (since it is context-related), and is also vulnerable to significant bias due to participant-opinion being sought. According to Denscombe (2000), one should also take into consideration that young people, in particular, may provide answers that they think the interviewer would want to hear. Simons (1996), however, argues that the researcher should regard different ways of seeing as new ways of knowing, and therefore seeking the opinions of participants is equally valid in establishing the truth. Additionally, Dyer (1995) makes it clear that the researcher should also be aware of personal bias when combining knowledge and inference, in order to remain “strong in reality” and represent social truth as accurately as possible.
However, there is a growing consensus that both qualitative and quantitative methods are useful for answering research questions, with many researchers preferring the “mixed method” approach (Anderson, 2010). Indeed, it has been proposed that when conducting small-scale case-studies, qualitative data is often preferable as it involves generating descriptive data that supports an understanding of attitudes and experiences of the participants, (Dingwall et al, 1998). Additionally, qualitative methods are considered to be more flexible, allowing for greater spontaneity, providing opportunities for deeper questioning by the researcher and more elaborate and meaningful responses by the participant (Mack, 2005).  However, it is also acknowledged that generation of high quality quantitative data, and the subsequent data analysis can be time-consuming (Auerbach and Silverstein, 2003), and therefore a questionnaire was also used to produce supporting data, thus reducing analysis time (Basit, 2010), and enabling meaningful comparisons to be made across a range of participants quite quickly (Mack, 2005).  Additionally, it is advised that qualitative data is triangulated to establish the extent to which assertions made are valid and reliable (Murphy, et al, 1998). To ensure data analysis was rigorous and robust, quantitative methods were also applied, utilising a national database to generate data which could be used to triangulate views and attitudes of participants through statistical analysis of trends, and differences between groups and demographics (Driscoll, 2007).

Ethical Considerations
When conducting research in an educational setting, there are a wide range of ethical issues to be considered (Basit 2010; Denscombe 2009), and it is asserted that ethical research is, to a large extent, dependent on the integrity and personal values of the researcher (Neuman, 1997).  Mutch (2013) stresses that researchers need to be aware of their position of power, and the implications of this in terms of liability, placing strong emphasis on the importance of gaining informed consent from all participants beforehand. Prior to any research being conducted, ethical approval was sought and allowed, in line with both University and School Policy (Appendix 4).  All methods used in the research followed guidelines outlined by BERA (2018) with consideration also given to UNRC (1990).  The statutory requirements of GDPR legislation (2018) also require that the generation and handling of personal data follow specific protocol in order to protect individuals involved. 
Therefore, to ensure that the research observed the highest ethical standards, several safeguards were put in place. Informed, written consent was sought for all participants, with the option to withdraw from the project at any time (Appendix). It is acknowledged that there are limits to informed consent, particularly in terms of potentially sensitive disclosures made by a child (Wiles et al, 2006). While the topic of the research was unlikely to involve risqué lines of enquiry that would lead to disclosures during interview, I familiarised myself with both Local Authority and School Child Protection Policies assuring an up to date knowledge of procedures to mitigate the risks in such an eventuality.  The option to withdraw or to refrain from answering questions during interview (Evans and Jabucek, 1996) was also made explicit to participants at the outset to protect participants from distress or embarrassment. 
In order to protect the confidentiality of participants, a coding system (Cohen, 2011) was used to record data, with an added security measure of using an encrypted device to store raw data. Risks to the researcher and the university were deemed to be minimal but consideration was given to ensuring that the potential for bias and misrepresentation of information was restricted through conducting a pilot study, and ensuring that there was sufficient opportunity to triangulate data to inform judgements prior to conclusions being drawn.  It is also advised that participants are made fully aware of the nature and purpose of the study and how data will be used (Basit, 2010), and this was explained fully to all participants prior to the research, with an understanding that only anonymised and analysed data would be shared publicly.

Research Design and Schedule
It is asserted that the process of “operationalisation” is crucial for effective research (Cohen, 2011, p126).  In order to facilitate this process, research design is considered to be critical to ensure that the abstract is translated into specific actions, and that instruments used yield sufficient data, appropriate to the purpose for which they were intended (Denscombe, 1999).  Therefore, the ultimate goal when choosing a design is to produce a credible answer to the actual research question.
The research was conducted over a four-month period, allowing adequate time to review relevant literature, collect pre-research data, conduct a pilot study and interview participants. Cohen (2011), recommends a systematic approach to planning and conducting research, in order to ensure that appropriate time is allowed for each stage, and to work within the constraints of the organization where the research is being conducted. In order to work proficiently within the contextual parameters, it is also advised that the researcher devises a schedule beforehand (Burton, et al., 2009), and therefore a matrix approach was adopted, outlining the focus-areas and linking these to specific actions and timescales.

Pilot Study
A pilot study was conducted prior to the research in order to test the reliability of the instruments to generate appropriate and relevant data for analysis (Koshy, 2005). In order not to preclude potential participants from the study (Cohen, 2011), it was decided that a different year group be chosen for the pilot from that of the final sample.  However, in order to ensure the instruments being tested were “fit for purpose”, (Cohen, p140), it was important that there was some commonality between the pilot and research sample. Although educational parameters including curriculum constraints led to a surreptitious selection of willing participants, it was possible to select a Year 11 group (16 year olds) with similar characteristics to the research sample in terms of age, academic ability and educational experience.
The pilot was conducted over the course of a two-hour session, and yielded beneficial and significant data.  For example, it became evident that the questionnaire (Appendix 1), while providing contextual data leading to further lines of enquiry (Mack, 2005), did not, in itself, provide sufficient detail from which to draw conclusions relating to the actual research question. Additionally, it was discovered that the use of visual stimulus during interview, aided discussions by reducing tension (Crilly et al., 2006), and instigating wider discussion around aspirations, motivations and inspirations. Both pieces of information enabled me to modify my technique prior to conducting the research.  I structured the interview questions (Appendix 2) around a range of visual images relevant to the discussion (Appendix 3) and modified the questionnaire, creating a model inspired by DWeck (2000), and Rosenberg (2008), which focused on the participants own reflections with regard to the research topic.



Sample
It is advised that when conducting qualitative research, the selection of participants for a sample has a profound effect on the quality of the data generated (Coyne, 1997). In order to legitimize the method, sample integration (Onwuegbuzie and Johnson, 2006), needs to be appropriate to enable high-quality inferences to be made. It is therefore advised that the bigger the sample, the more accurate the generalisations are likely to be (Cohen, 2011, p198), and a minimum sample of thirty participants is recommended to avoid bias when making inferences to larger cohorts. (Denscombe, 1999)  An open sampling technique was initially selected, as it is proposed that this method provides the “greatest opportunity to gather the most relevant data about a phenomenon, under investigation” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990 p181). Although less flexible than theoretical sampling (Glaser, 1978), this method is also considered to be more time-appropriate, when working within the parameters of an educational establishment. However, working within the constraints of a curriculum-based establishment, it was not possible to implement this approach fully with the group selected also subject to influence by convenience (Cohen, 2011). The eventual sample of young people comprised 30 students in total, selected, as far as possible within these constraints, for “typicality” (Rosch 1983) in terms of the cognitive profile of the students. Having already been pre-grouped according to age and ability in accordance with school policy, it was felt that the group best reflected the average ability and attitude to learning (based on school tracking data) of the wider student population.  As such, it was anticipated that the outcomes of the research would also serve the wider needs of the school (Cohen, 2011), as the findings would relate specifically to a target group of students.
My decision to select Year 10 students (aged 15 years) for the study-sample was predominantly guided by the supposition that aspirations of older teenagers are likely to be more stable and established (Carter-Wall and Whitfield, 2012), with the optimal age for tangible consideration of career-pathways by young people generally regarded as being within the age-range of 14-19 years (DfE, 2010; WAG 2014; CDI, 2018). Year 11 students (aged 16) were discounted from the study due to the fact that these students would have been exposed to an intensive career-intervention program, which is only available to students at the school in their final year of formative education. One of the lines of enquiry of the research would be the extent to which aspirations of young people are subject to influence by personal and social experiences, and, therefore, it was felt that the results would be more reliable before intervention had taken place (as the interventions themselves were not being tested). 
However, it is also recognised that young people start to discriminate between career-options at an earlier age than that of the selected sample (Cook, et al, 1996), and therefore, it was deemed appropriate to explore the views of younger students from within a similar social context, in order to develop a wider understanding of the development of career-choices made by young people through phases of learning, and allow for more accurate generalisations and inferences to be made (ref). Year 5 students (aged 10 years) from one of the five feeder-primary schools were selected based on the number of students who historically choose to attend the Secondary School. While it is acknowledged that independent cohorts are mutually exclusive and cannot be accurately compared to each other year on year (WAG, 2014), comparing separate cohorts for trends and patterns is regarded as acceptable practice within an educational setting (WAG, 2015). 

Data Collection
Interviews of the Year 10 students were conducted individually, within a classroom setting, and taking no longer than 15 minutes apiece. The selection of venue and context of the interview were influenced by theories that suggest that the familiarity with the function of the environment can influence the nature of responses to questions (Hopkins, 2008).  It is asserted (Hopkins, 2008) that students are unconsciously aware that within a classroom context, as part of their daily routine, they would be expected to reflect, express and justify opinions. The questions asked as part of the interview, therefore, would more likely be regarded as a natural part of “classroom culture” (how we do things) rather than an official interview where participants might be tempted to provide answers they think the interviewer would wish to receive, rather than honest responses (Basit, 2010). Visual stimulus (Appendix) was used to aid the discussions and ensure that the questions (Appendix) focused directly on themes relating to the research-area. Other advantages of this method included reducing tension during interview (Crilly et al., 2006), while also ensuring that the questions did not need to be differentiated when interviewing the Year 5 students (10 years old), enabling me to ask the same questions in the same way, ensuring greater consistency and minimising the need to interpret or infer responses, which may lead to bias in the conclusions (Hopkins, 2008). They Year 5 students were interviewed, individually, in the school Library, as part of their weekly transition visit to the school.
Interviews were recorded in order to ensure that transcripts of interviews were reliable and accurate, although it is acknowledged that this method could potentially inhibit or distract some participants, leading them to behave differently and influencing the responses (Koshy, 2005).  However, as this would provide me with a permanent record of discussions, allowing for detailed analysis at a later point, it was felt that this necessary to assist with synthesising and analysing the data, to examine links, similarities and differences (Basit, 2010). A reflective journal (Appendix) was also kept to record observations of social interactions and responses of the participants (Simpson et al 2003). All transcripts and field-notes were later disposed of to help prevent the compromise of participant-anonymity.
In order to support the reliability of data analysis and conclusions drawn from this, methodological triangulation is recommended (Denzin, 1970), and “where possible, several levels of analysis are to be preferred” (Cohen, 2011 p197). Year 10 students were therefore also asked to complete a questionnaire relating to career choices (Appendix), and data on each student, available via a national data base (Career-Check), provided by Careers Wales was also used to analyse ambitions and aspirations of the students, expressed in a different context.  This information could then be triangulated against responses from the interviews and attainment data (using in-school tracking data), thus providing a detailed representation of the cohort through several layers of data, which could be analysed in relation to the research question. As the research was an ontological study, seeking to explore the “what” rather than the “why”, it was decided to analyse the data through non-computer aided methods utilising a thematic approach focusing on content and discourse analysis rather than through statistical packages such as SPSS or NUD*IST, providing a personal and holistic understanding of the context (Cohen, 2011). These methods will be further expounded upon in Chapter Four.



CHAPTER FOUR: PRESENTATION OF DATA

The mixed methods approach used in the study generated competing types of data: subjective (participant-perception) and objective (actuality).  According to Dyer (1995), the unique nature of a case study methodology dictates that the researcher will use a combination of knowledge and inference from which to draw conclusions, and these therefore, should not be regarded as diametrically opposed. However, it is also advised that the researcher provide clarification about where each type of data features in the case study data, and in order to minimize bias caused by introduction of subjective data, the “embedded, single-case design” (Yin, 2009) was utilized, with several units of analysis, to allow for triangulation and verification of data.

Quantitative Data:
Part of the research was undertaken in conjunction with Careers Wales, a Government-funded organisation that provides independent and impartial careers information, advice and guidance to young people in secondary schools across Wales. Each year the organisation routinely conduct a career “check” for Year 10 students across all schools in Wales by means of an on-line questionnaire, in order to identify trends and patterns in the career-choices of this age-range. As the study-sample formed part of the Year 10 cohort involved in the check, the data was considered relevant to the current study, and therefore, the timescale for the research was strategically aligned to the check-point.  The ordinal questionnaire used for the check generated several units of quantitative data,thus enabling multi-layered analysis from which to triangulate the qualitative data that was generated using ethnographic techniques. The standardized format of the questions and the age-range of participants included in the career-check also allowed for comparisons to be made both locally and nationally.
Although the “Career Check” is designed to provide a snapshot of the way a “client” is currently thinking and not intended for use as a standalone tool (CW, 2020), the data generated provided a preliminary insight into the career preferences of the sample participants. Through utilizing functions within the software program, it was also possible to group the choices of the sample into specific “career-areas” as illustrated below:
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While it is acknowledged that the predetermined standardized questions limited the scope of career-path selection, and that choices made by teenagers may fluctuate during adolescence (Phipps, 1995), a cursory observation of the data suggested that the majority of the student-preferences tended towards vocational rather than professional career-pathways.  
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This data was found to be broadly in line with national trends (Appendix), with vocational paths being the preferred choice of 66% of Year 10 students across Wales (comparisons made against 18,500 responses, nationally), and accounting for the top three choices overall (CW data, 2020).
Data generated by the Career-Check program can be utilized by Careers Wales, not only to determine areas of career-interest, but also the levels of “motivation to succeed” (CW, 2020) for individual students. The process comprises analysis of ordinal data using the chi square statistical test techniques, comparing each participant-response against national responses (CW, 2020), generating a vulnerability score of 1-4 for each category (with 1 being the most vulnerable in each category). This provides a vulnerability score for each participant, identifying those that may require additional intervention or support to make informed career-choices (Appendix). With motivation considered a determinant both of ambition (Hughes, 2016; Young, 2018) and aspirations (Ritchie, et al, 2004), this data was considered to be both relevant and beneficial to the research as it could be used to identify potential strengths and vulnerabilities relating to aspirations and ambitions of the research-sample, while additionally minimizing the time-scale for collection and analysis of data. 
However, in order to ensure that the investigation focused on all three of the “A’s” (aspiration, ambition and attainment), an in-school system was developed, using a similar process to align the career-check data with the cognitive profile of each participant. Cognitive scores, established using GL assessment data (one of the standardized tests available to schools by which to establish cognitive ability of students), were combined with contextual data (referred to as “value added” data (WAG, 2015)), and compared to national benchmarks (WAG, 2012). GL assessment data was used in this instance as it is widely acknowledged that there is a strong correlation between these scores and GCSE outcomes (WAG, 2012), thus providing a fairly reliable profile of the attainment-potential of each student (referred to as a CAT score). Students with a CAT score above 110 are statistically more likely to achieve in school, whereas a score of below 85 would indicate additional learning needs.  A score of 100 for this test would be considered average in ability compared against national figures. The manufactured “in-school” program compared sample-participant data to national standardized scores and then organized the outcomes into quartiles. A score of 1-4 could was then awarded for attainment-level of each student and used in synthesis with the career-check data to provide a statistical profile of the relationship between the 3As for individuals, and the sample as a whole: 
Raw Data taken from Career-Check and in-school program
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The data for each individual was organized into sets and sub-sets to provide both an individual and a group profile. Seven codes were used to identify where students scored the highest, with individual and combination scores within each category considered:
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Some participants scored highly on all 3 sets of data, some featured highly on one set only, and others scored highly on two, but not a third, as illustrated by the diagram below:
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The raw data indicated that students with higher cognitive scores also scored higher in terms of career-aspirations and ambition, with only 10% of participants (3 students) with a CAT score of above 110 SAS scoring below average in terms of aspiration or ambition when compared to the sample as a whole. The relationship between ambition and aspiration featured strongly for 23% of the sample, with the correlation between attainment and aspiration being least significant.  Only one student scored a higher mark for ambition compared to aspirations and attainment.
The Careers-Wales survey also provided an opportunity to compare student perception (career-preferences) to actuality (likelihood of achieving these).  Analysis of the career-choices of participants (Appendix) compared to cognitive ability and expected attainment-outcomes, demonstrated that 20% of the cohort had indicated preferred career-paths for which they may become over-qualified, 7% selected areas where it was unlikely that they would achieve post-16 course entry requirements, and 73% of the choices fell within the parameters of what could be considered both attainable and relevant to the individual’s ability.  It is also worth noting here, that of the 30% who opted for a professional rather than vocational route, 100% had a standardized cognitive mean score of close to, or above 115 SAS, which would (contextually) classify them as more able students, with a high likelihood of achieving 5 or more GCSEs at A/A* grade (WAG, 2012). As such, a professional path would be appropriate and attainable. 

Qualitative Data
When utilizing interpretive methods to inductively explore conceptual categories, it is recommended that comparisons are made between different data groups to establish consistency (Merrian, 1984). Qualitative data was generated through conducting semi-structured interviews with individual participants. All 30 participants from the sample were interviewed with an additional sub-group of fifteen Year 5 students (10 year-olds) asked a similar set of questions, but only relating to choices, influences and motivations. The purpose of this exercise was to generate comparative data from which to gain an understanding of how and career-aspirations develop over time. Each interview was recorded and analyzed verbatim (Appendix). Simpson, et al. (2003), promote this approach because it enables the researcher to socially interact with the participant (which can be impeded by note-taking), and also provides a permanent record of the discourse which can be scrutinized in depth at a later point. This method also minimizes the potential for researcher-bias through excessive subjective interpretation of the responses (Koshy, 2005) as the recorded transcripts provided a true record of the interactions. A content analysis of the transcripts was conducted, using a mapping technique to identify patterns, associations, concepts and themes (Cohen, 2011). A coding method was then applied to highlight potentially significant data from which conclusions could be drawn.
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During interview, both age-groups were asked questions relating to their career-preferences, motivations and influences, accompanied by visual stimuli relevant to each of these three areas (Appendix). The use of visual stimuli to generate discussion is widely acknowledged as an appropriate and effective pedagogical approach, providing students with a point of reference from which to develop their reasoning (Rosenberg, 2008). Each participant was shown a selection of images relating to the areas of interest and asked to select their top three for each category. Participant responses for the younger group were used for comparison purposes in this section of the research only.
While analyzing the transcripts, several common themes started to emerge. All students in the sample indicated that they had aspirations for the future, and had career-goals, even though some were unclear about how they would achieve these. When questioned about the motivations that underpinned their career-preferences, the top three choices for the sample included being happy, making a difference, and making people proud, with the least popular choices considered to be gaining recognition, popularity and making money. 60% of the sample placed “making money” at the bottom of their selection.  In terms of the factors most considered to influence career-choices, teachers featured the highest, with 66% of respondents placing them within the top three choices. Parents came a close second at 60% and positive role-models ranked third at 44%. TV (10%), the Internet (0%) and religious beliefs (0%) were regarded as having the least significant impact on career-choices by this group. Analysis of student preferences against career-check data, revealed that all sample-participants selected at least two career-areas also selected during the Career-Check with more than a half (56%) selecting all three. 
With regards to the younger cohort, all students were able to demonstrate an understanding of the job market, with 70% claiming to have given serious consideration to their future occupational direction. While the younger sample concurred with the motivation to be happy and make people proud, making money actually featured in the top three choices for this age-range, with 55% ranking it second overall.  75% of this age-range considered parents to be the biggest influence, with 55% placing teachers within the top three. 
[image: ]






[image: ]



[image: ]







A further selection of questions was posed to the sample that was not asked to the Year 5 students.  For this part of the research, initial discussions focused on Option-Choices that had been made by the students the previous year. Enjoyment of a particular subject as a factor for subject-selection featured highly in all student-responses, with this method of decision-making being the prominent reason for selecting courses for nearly half of the sample. Participant 14, for example, commented that she was not thinking about the future at that age, stating “I took what I enjoyed because I knew I would have to study it for two years” (Appendix). 18% of students claimed to have focused on career-outcomes when making their Option-Choices at 14-years old.
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Discussions then took place around perceived barriers to goal pursuit.  This was an open discussion with little guidance or stimulus provided to participants, and, as a result, the responses were varied and copious.  However, several themes emerged across the cohort and were considered to be significant, with the most common indicators being lack of personal confidence (defined as interpersonal and intrapersonal skills) (37%), money worries (27%), and perceived limited career-prospects within their geographical area (23%). Half of the students who had concerns about career-prospects within their vicinity also noted that this had led them to wanting to leave their locality in pursuit of a career at the earliest opportunity. 
Case Notes for Participant 12
Participant 12 described her love of dancing as a young child, stating that during her primary education she had hoped to follow this course professionally.  However, her current ambition was to become a hairdresser.  When asked about the reasons for changing her mind, she explained that illness had befallen the family, reducing the household income significantly.  As a result, the “extras” had to stop, including her monthly dance subscription.  Additionally, her family had helped her to understand that a career in the Arts offered limited prospects, particularly in the locality.
(Appendix)








In relation to factors perceived as most likely to positively impact on goal-pursuit, family support (66%) was considered the most popular, with academic ability (60%) a close second and personal resilience and determination (43%) also perceived as a significant determinant.  The prominence here of attainment appeared to contradict previous responses given to lines of enquiry around Option-Choices, where academic considerations appeared to feature less prominently in the decision-making process. When asked for clarification, a high percentage of students (80%), acknowledged the importance of education as an institution, and believed that ability would contribute in some way to occupational outcomes. However, many (60%) did not believe that attainment outcomes alone would define their career-paths, believing that other factors such as skills and personal interest would also contribute (Appendix). 
When the qualitative data is added to the results of the quantitative data, a picture starts to emerge of the socio-economic factors that impact on the relationship between the 3A’s which then influence student career-choices:
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND INTERPRETATION OF DATA

The data indicated that all of the sample-participants had a view about what they wanted to do in the future, and most (above 80%), had a plan on how they would achieve their career-goals. As such, the results would appear to align with culturally progressive theories (Damon, 2009; Paton, 2011) which assert that young people are aspirational and do have a vision for their futures. This assertion is further strengthened by outcomes of the Career-check (page) which found that 76% of the participants scored highly in terms of aspiration in comparison to, and in combination with, attainment and ambition. The significant gap between vocational and professional career paths (page) would, however, appear to support alternate theories that young people, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, have lower aspirations (Straton, 2008, et al), arguments that are further substantiated by the observation that, of the 3A’s, “Aspirations” was the only category where participants (7%) scored “0” on a scale of 1-4 (page). However, during interview, many participants specifically linked their career-preferences to available college courses and the job-market within their locality which would suggest that choice was more likely influenced by perceived opportunity rather than lack of aspiration (St. Clair and Benjamin, 2010). It is also worth noting that of the more able students, nearly all participants’ selected professional career-routes, suggesting that higher aspirations may be linked to ability rather than social class (Kintrea, et al, 2011). Additionally, a national comparison of the Career-Wales data found the selection of vocational over professional career-choices to be broadly in line with national trends. This suggests that career-preferences are not inimitable to the geographical or socio-economic context of young people, an outcome that would appear to challenge national policies which prioritise the raising of the aspirations of low-income families in order to increase social mobility (Cabinet Office, 2009).  

The paradox that started to emerge from the data, therefore, was that, while it may be considered possible to identify the aspirations of young people from their career-choices, it is actually far more complex to establish what constitutes an “aspirational” teenager, especially as the choices made may actually be relative to the social and economic context, age and ability of the individuals involved (Kintrea, et al, 2011), in addition to the provision of the school (Swan, 2011), rather than the aspirations themselves.  Indeed, several pieces of data supported theories that the aspirations of young people are subject to influence by a range of personal and cultural experiences from within their social context (St Clair and Benjamin, 2010). For example, two of the three most widely perceived negative influences on career-paths (page) related to socio-economic context, defined through thematic content analysis (Cohen, 2011) as lack of opportunity (Breen and Jonsson, 2005) and  financial constraints (Goodman and Gregg, 2010). While an exploration of the relationship between teenage aspirations and parental social and economic status (St Clair, et al, 2011; MacLeod, 2018), was beyond the scope of this paper, parental influence was identified by many of the participants as a significant factor in the decision-making process, which would support socio-psychological theories of the mediating effect between generations (Broenhoeffernberger and Morris, 1998). The transcript by Participant 12 (page), for example, would appear to support propositions that low income families demonstrate lower parental-aspirations, leading to less-ambitious teenagers (Ashby and Schoon, 2010).  However, the views expressed by this individual could also support the hypothesis of Goodman and Gregg (2010) that what may look like low aspirations may actually be high aspirations that have been “eroded” by negative experiences, while also demonstrating that aspirations are socially constructed and performative, limited by social constraints (St Clair and Benjamin, 2010). With 70% of the Year 5 students demonstrating an understanding of the jobs-market, and admitting to having given some consideration to future career-paths (page), the proposition that not only do young people have aspirations, but that these are formed during preadolescence (Cook, et al, 1996), would appear justified. What is unclear, however, is whether or not these aspirations would be considered higher at a younger age. 
In relation to the process of decision-making, the most significant motivations underpinning the career-choices were identified by the students as, “being happy”, “making people proud” and “making a difference to the world”, supporting theories which advocate well-being and the pursuit of happiness as primary factors influencing adolescent decision-making (Kohut, 1977; Ntoumanis and Standage, 2009; Ryan and Deci, 2017). It is worth noting here that these factors were identified as the top three “motivators” by both age-groups (page). By contrast, egocentric motivations such as “standing out”, “gaining popularity” and “making money”, were perceived as less significant drivers for career-preferences (although the latter was regarded significantly more highly by the younger students). These findings would appear to contradict theories linking career-aspirations to self-regarding values such as impressing people (Eccles, 2009). 
When discussing reasons for selecting specific subjects for their Year 9 Option-Choices, “enjoyment” of a subject was a common factor to all participants, with less than half of the sample admitting to being influenced by Post-16 prospects.  However, as the discussions veered towards Post-16 Options, the participants started to demonstrate reasoning skills by evaluating their skills, interests and perceived academic ability against the economic climate and local labour-market. This aligns with studies that show reasoning to influence decision-making more than any other factor, in older teenagers (Mercier and Sperber, 2011).  Additionally, other influential factors identified by the current study also relate to research-findings from within the scholastic field, including the mediating influence of role-models (Chlosta, et al. (2012); Vondracek, 2019), and the significance of inherent personal traits such as resilience and self-confidence (page), in the development of teenage-aspirations (Costa and McCrac, 1992; Bronhoefennbrenner, 1999).
It is also widely asserted that teenage career aspirations are also closely associated with attainment and ambition (Hudley, et al., 2008; Abbott, Chapman, et al., 2014; Hughes, et al., 2016), and the quantitative data from the career-check also indicated a correlation between these, with only three of the participants (10%) with a CAT score of above 110 SAS scoring below average in terms of aspiration or ambition (page). The methods used found that Aspiration ∩ Ambition ∩ Attainment = 30% (page). As this demonstrated the strongest correlation of the sets of data, this would suggest that there is a positive relationship between the 3A’s for young people. This data also indicated that students with higher cognitive scores had higher aspirations and stronger educational ambition. However, the statistics also showed that   Attainment ∩ Aspiration ∩ Ambition' = 13% , suggesting that the relationship between attainment and aspiration alone was less significant, potentially challenging views that propose validating the learning experience will ultimately support attainment outcomes (WAG, 2018). Indeed, the relationship between Ambition ∩ Aspiration ∩ Attainment' = 23%, indicating a stronger correlation between Ambition and Aspiration, irrespective of cognitive ability, which may suggest that aspirations are underpinned by the innate desire to succeed (Furlong 2006; Hughes, et al., 2016), rather than perceived academic-ability, as proposed by Hackett, (1995).  However, the desire to succeed may not be specifically related to educational ambition in this instance, with many of the sample claiming that, while they felt it was important to take subjects that they were good at in school, this was not the defining motivation for their choices. More than half of the sample (60%) stated that post-16 options were unlikely to increase motivation to achieve in school, compared with other factors such as engagement in and enjoyment of lessons. Subject-relevance was also perceived as a motivator for working hard in school, with many participants indicating that they believed core subjects such as English, Mathematics and Science were important, not necessarily because they would lead to increased career-opportunities, but because of social perceptions and the status quo (Appendix). 
With regards to the hypothesis that young people from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to underestimate the educational requirements to achieve their career-aspirations (Hughes, et al., 2016), the Careers-Wales survey provided an opportunity to analyze perceived career-outcomes against expected attainment outcomes of the sample. A comparison of cognitive ability and preferred career-choices revealed that 20% of the cohort had selected career-paths for which they may become over-qualified, 7% selected areas for which it was unlikely that they would attain the entry requirements, and 73% of the choices fell within the parameters of what could be considered both attainable and relevant to the individual’s ability.  Additionally, of the 30% who indicated a preference for a professional route, 100% of these students had a standardized cognitive mean score of close to, or above 115, which would (contextually) classify them as more able, with a high likelihood of achieving 5 or more GCSEs at A/A* grade (WAG, 2012). Further Education routes in academic fields would therefore be considered accessible to this group of students. The data, therefore, would suggest that the majority of the sample were aware of the educational requirements, and selected career-paths relevant and realistic to their projected attainment outcomes.
There is a theory that students' occupational aspirations and their understanding of the education required to achieve these aspirations are also connected to the resource level and provision of schools (Swan, 2011). While this debate is beyond the scope of the current study, all students in the sample stated that they believed they would have benefitted from a more detailed in-school career-program, and in 40% of the transcripts, specific reference was made to work-experience opportunities (not currently provided by the school). While there is limited evidence to support the link between work experience and occupational outcomes (Hughes, et al., 2016), the perception that there was a gap in the school-provision strengthens arguments that the education system does not prepare young people sufficiently for making clear decisions about their futures (Furlong and Cartmel, 2006, Damon, 2009). 


CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Summary of conclusions 
The research set out to investigate “what matters to young people” by exploring the relationship between the career aspirations, ambition and attainment of young people from within a disadvantaged socio-economic context. that there is a positive relationship between the 3A’s and, in particular the correlation between educational ambition and aspirations.  This would suggest that students are more likely to strive for educational success when they have aspirations for their futures. Additionally, the data indicated that students with higher cognitive scores tended to be more “aspirational”, although the extent to which the career-goals of the sample as a whole could be regarded as aspirational is inconclusive. “Realistic” would probably be a more appropriate term to use in terms of the career-preferences of the participants, with an overwhelming bias towards vocational preferences, which was also relative to their cognitive ability, and their understanding of the local employment market. This evidence would therefore support arguments that aspirations are, to some extent, socially constructed (ref). 
An analysis of the actual career-opportunities (Careers-Wales Website) within the locality actually demonstrate that there are a wide-range of tangible professional paths that the young people could pursue, with entry requirements within the capability of around 70% of the participants.  However, it is questionable as to whether or not the young people involved in the study were in receipt of this information, as this was not discussed during interview.  It would, however, have been an interesting and relevant line of enquiry, as it could have informed on the debate about whether or not the aspirations of young people need raising (as they already exhibit aspirational tendencies) or widening so that they are in receipt of as much information as possible to enable them to make informed choices. Cognitive Learning research indicates that human beings think about what they know (ref). If the knowledge is not accessible to them through their long-term or even working-memory systems, then they cannot learn something new (ref). This would suggest that career-provision in schools help young people with the choices they make (ref) and contribute to social mobility (ref). This would indicate that the choices they made were not rational as they were not informed.

Concluding remarks
In conclusion, it is asserted that the career-choices are influenced by a range of cultural and personal experiences (ref), and can be contextually shaped by a school’s resource level and career-education commitment, illustrating how “multiple layers of context” influence the development of students' career interests as well as their decision making with respect to educational and career choices (Swan, 2011). What became clear through discourse with the young participants was that while there was mediation between the 3A’s in determining post-16 destinations, the students appeared to suggest that these were constantly being influenced by external, environmental factors from within their social context. In the words of participant 8, “Life sometimes takes over”.  
The data demonstrated the impact on the choices of the students – not the aspirations.  Expecting to happen rather than hoping for (ref)
Students had aspirations (from a young age) but reality gets in the way.
Critical Evaluation of the Study (300)
Start by validating the methods used. But also acknowledge the limitations.
The findings of this research should, however, be considered in relation to the limitations of the context of the study.  

Limitations of the study:
· Pursuing the parental line of enquiry
· Longitudinal would be better
· Exploring the levels they would pursue their careers.
· Time and availability.
· Although a relatively small sample took part in the study (3% of the school population), it is important to appreciate the diverse mix of experiences, interests and abilities of the participants. 

Impact on Professional and Personal Development (300)
Prior to the study, my preconceptions of contemporary youth, led me to believe that the young people involved would, to some extent, demonstrate minimal regards for their future, with a high level of apathy and atrophy, in line with the views of (ref). However, the evidence from the research painted a very different picture. Upon reflection it became clear that all of the young people involved had given some consideration to their future careers, with several demonstrating a high level of reason and rationale in the decisions that they made.  This would seem to support the research of (ref) that young people do have aspirations and care about their futures, along with propositions that, as they mature, reason and logic become the primary determinants of decision making, as stated by (ref). 
Recommendations:
1. A strategic career-program from years 7-11 to equip young people with the knowledge to make informed decisions.
2. The new curriculum needs to address the “why” of education and its link to citizenship.
3. Curriculum needs to broad, varied and relevant to the career-needs of the locality and individual students.
4. Enrichment programs to widen aspirations.
5. Identify and celebrate the wonderful attitudes of young people!

Suggestions for further research (200)
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