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1.0 Introduction 
The study explores how secondary schools in Wales enable or constrain students’ perceptions of and access to post-16 pathways within the context of the Curriculum for Wales (2022), drawing on the Capability Approach (Sen, 1999). My interest in this issue stems from three decades as a secondary classroom practitioner and ten years as a senior leader in an economically disadvantaged school context (Welsh Government, 2026). This experience has led me to reflect on how effectively secondary schools in Wales are supporting students’ to pursue futures they value, beyond compulsory education. 
Despite policy reforms in Wales emphasising equity and the development of learner qualities such as ambition, enterprise and informed citizenship (Welsh Government, 2023), alongside an expansion of academic and vocational pathways (Qualifications Wales, 2025), inspection evidence from Estyn (2025) suggests that access to post-16 pathways is variable across schools. This raises questions about whether formal entitlement equates to actual opportunity for students in Wales.
Research suggests that young people’s perceptions of their futures influence educational outcomes and longer-term social mobility (Hughes et al., 2016). However, it is recognised (Morris, 2021), that there is limited empirical evidence examining how the aims of the Curriculum for Wales are being implemented at school-level to support post-16 transitions. The study seeks to address this gap through a contextual exploratory case study of how institutional structures and school experiences shape secondary school students’ post-16 pathways.

2.0 Literature Review
2.1 Conceptualising Capability and Educational Choice
Research suggests that young people’s educational and career pathways are influenced by a range of complex factors, including individual ambition (Bandura, 1986; Sheu et al., 2022), social context (Bourdieu, 1977; Hart, 2019), and pragmatic decision-making (Hodkinson and Sparkes, 1997; Gater, 2022). Although studies indicate that many young people have high aspirations (Archer, et al., 2023; Price, 2025), the Capability Approach focuses on whether they have genuine opportunities to realise them (Sen, 1999). This distinction is particularly significant in the context of post-16 pathways, where, it is argued, aspirations may not always align with the realistic opportunities available to students (Hart, 2019; Hughes, et al., 2016).
From a capability perspective, individuals’ freedoms and opportunities to pursue lives they value are understood as capabilities (Sen, 1999). These represent the possibility of achieving different ways of “being” and “doing”, which Sen describes as functionings (ibid, p.17). The Capability Approach recognises that individuals do not have the same capacity to convert resources into meaningful opportunities due to the influence of personal, social, and environmental conversion factors (Nussbaum, 2011). Consequently, providing equal resources does not necessarily produce equal access to opportunity or equitable outcomes (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 2011).
Schools are considered to play an important role in developing individuals’ capabilities (Nussbaum, 2011). While education has been regarded as a capability in itself (Hart, 2019), it is more commonly understood as a conversion factor, where school structures, practices, and culture, influences how resources are translated into real opportunities (Walker, et al., 2017). In the context of this study, functionings will refer to achieved post-16 outcomes, such as entering employment or enrolling in a particular post-16 pathway, while capabilities will refer to students’ genuine access to those pathways. This interpretation will be central to exploring how school practices enable or constrain students’ access to different post-16 pathways.
Although considered influential in educational research (Hart, 2019), it is proposed that the Capability Approach has limitations, including conceptual vagueness (Clark, 2005), and limited practical guidance on how to identify and measure the impact of conversion factors (Robeyns, 2017). Furthermore, it has been criticised for normative bias, whereby research outcomes are interpreted to confirm preferred ethical, social, or moral conclusions, rather than remaining neutral (Pogge, 2010; Ribeiro, 2015).  However, advocates of this approach (Walker, et al., 2017; Price, 2025), argue that it provides a valuable insight into how personal, social and institutional environments impact young people’s career trajectories, which makes it a suitable lens through which to examine educational disparities in post-16 pathways (Hart, 2019). 
2.2 Schools, Structures and Post-16 Pathways
From a capability perspective, schools play an important role in shaping how students convert resources into real opportunities (Nussbaum, 2011). Within secondary education, studies have found that curriculum design can enable or constrain post-16 trajectories by legitimising certain subjects and career routes over others (McMullin et al., 2016; Fidler, 2022; Archer, et al., 2023; Freeman et al., 2024). In a Welsh context, research suggests that practices such as curriculum stratification, option systems, and qualification provision can significantly influence students’ post-16 choices (Taylor, 2024; Morris, 2021).  Concerns have been expressed that these institutional structures and practices may reproduce existing inequalities (Taylor, 2024; Morris, 2021), as higher-performing schools often prioritise academic pathways, with vocational routes depicted as lower-status alternatives (Estyn, 2025; Taylor, 2024). 
It is further proposed that students’ access to particular subjects can impact their future opportunities (Francis et al., 2017; Archer et al., 2023). Evidence from the Aspires longitudinal study (2010–2023) identifies the process of educational “gatekeeping” (Archer et al., 2023, p8), where institutional practices influence which students access subjects such as Triple Science, shaping how students perceive the suitability of particular pathways, irrespective of their interest or ability (ibid). These findings suggest that school structures may not simply provide post-16 opportunities but also enable or constrain access to them.
The role of career education and guidance in schools is also considered significant (Hughes et al., 2016; Estyn, 2025). It is asserted that high-quality career-guidance can support students in understanding available pathways (Hooley et al., 2017; McCash et al., 2021), potentially acting as a bridge between aspiration and opportunity (Hughes, et al., 2016; Taylor, 2024). However, despite an increased focus on Career and Work-related experiences (CWRE) within the curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), inspection evidence suggests that such provision is inconsistent across schools (Estyn, 2025), potentially limiting its impact. This suggests that whilst the Curriculum for Wales seeks to provide more equitable post-16 opportunities (Welsh Government, 2023), the impact of educational reform in Wales may be dependent upon how these policies are implemented at school-level (Ball, 2021).
2.3 Schools, social environments and post-16 pathways
In addition to curriculum structures, it is proposed that schools function as social environments where interactions with teachers, peers and the institutional culture can influence the futures that appear realistic or attainable for students (St Clair et al., 2014; Archer et al., 2023). 
Sociological perspectives emphasise that aspirations are not only a reflection of individual preference but are also socially constructed (Bourdieu, 1977; Kintrea, 2011; Hart, 2019). Bourdieu’s concept of Habitus (1977) proposes that young people internalise social experiences and expectations, which influences their perceptions of possible futures. Empirical research supports this, with indications that inequalities in post-16 pathways are more closely linked to unequal access to knowledge, networks, and support, than to a lack of aspiration (St Clair et al., 2011; Hughes et al., 2016; Archer et al., 2023). It is argued (Hart, 2019), that students from more advantaged backgrounds are likely to have greater social capital, such as access to role models and networks, which facilitate aspiration formation and realisation. Despite criticism that some sociological perspectives hold deterministic tendencies (Dweck, 2020) and also underestimate the extent to which individuals interpret their own social and educational experiences (Anderson, 2018), it is proposed that they complement the Capability Approach by demonstrating how social structures can shape access to opportunity (Hart, 2019; Price, 2025). 
In an educational context, everyday social interactions including teacher expectations, peer interactions and informal cultural norms are considered to have an impact on how students interpret available pathways (Hughes et al., 2016; Archer et al., 2023). For example, it is argued that gendered representations of subjects such as Engineering and Physics may portray them as less accessible to certain groups (Francis et al., 2017), while the hidden curriculum, defined as the implicit norms and expectations embedded within school culture (Reay, 2015), can reinforce class-based assumptions about appropriate educational routes (Evans & Furlong, 2019). This may explain why some pathways are perceived as “not for me” (Archer et al., 2023, p.7), even when they are formally available.
These findings suggest that access to post-16 pathways may be influenced, not only by formal provision, but also through every day social interactions within school environments. From a capability perspective, these interactions can act as conversion factors, influencing how institutional opportunities are interpreted by students (Nussbaum, 2011; Hart, 2019; Price, 2025). This emphasises the importance within my own study, of exploring how social experiences and institutional expectations within schools, shape students’ access to post-16 pathways.
2.4 Schools, Individual Agency and Perceived Possibility 
Schools may also act as conversion factors through their role in supporting students’ personal development (Walker, et al., 2017; Archer, et al., 2023).  This is reflected in the Curriculum for Wales (2022), which emphasises the development of individual qualities such as ambition, confidence, and resilience (Welsh Government, 2022). 
Within psychological research, personal development is recognised as an important factor in shaping how young people perceive their future opportunities (Lent et al., 1997; Ridley, 2024). Seminal theories of social cognition and future self-concept suggest that beliefs about one’s ability, alongside imagined future identities, influence motivation and decision-making (Bandura, 1986; Markus and Nurius, 1986). Empirical research supports this relationship in the context of post-16 pathways. For example, Sheu et al. (2022) found that self-belief and outcome expectations influence students’ educational and career choices, while Ridley (2024) notes that identity formation plays a prominent role in shaping how young people perceive their futures. These findings suggest that schools influence not only the opportunities available to students (Archer et al., 2923), but also how these opportunities are perceived and interpreted (Ridley, 2024). 
However, adopting an overly individualistic perspective of career-development has been criticised for understating the structural and social constraints that affect decision-making (Taylor, 2024; Archer, et al., 2023).  It is argued that students’ perceptions of what is possible cannot be understood in isolation from the institutional and social contexts in which they are formed (Evans & Furlong, 2019). Nevertheless, these studies support the rationale for my own study to consider how schools develop student “agency” (Dewey, 1981), alongside social and institutional influences, and the role this plays in converting resources into meaningful post-16 opportunities (Sen, 1999).
2.5 Conclusion 
Overall, the literature indicates that while personal qualities such as confidence and ambition are important in relation to post-16 transition (Sheu et al., 2022; Ridley, 2024), these are often influenced by institutional, social and cultural factors (Hofmann, 2024; Hart, 2019). From a capability perspective, one of the main issues is not whether resources are available in schools, but rather how these are perceived, interpreted and acted upon by students (Hart, 2019). Although there is research examining the impact of these factors on post-16 trajectories (Hughes, 2016, Hoffmann, 2024), it is proposed that these studies are often limited in scope (Price, 2025). It is asserted that there is a need for further empirical research into how these factors interact within a school-setting to enable or constrain access to post-16 pathways (Price, 2025), including within the Curriculum for Wales (Morris, 2021).  

3.0 Relevance to the Study
3.1 Synthesis of Literature and Research Gap
Within the literature, a distinction is made between the aspirations that students hold, and their genuine opportunities to realise them (Archer, et al., 2023; Price, 2025). It is proposed that while many students express high aspirations, these do not necessarily translate into outcomes they value (St Clair et al., 2014; Hughes, 2016), as the choices they make can be influenced, not only by individual preference (Sheu, et al., 2022), but also by institutional structures and social contexts (Hart, 2019; Archer, 2023). This reinforces the importance of exploring not just what students want to do, but what they are realistically able to access in practice (Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 2011).
Within the Welsh context, the Curriculum for Wales (2022) aims to develop individual qualities such as enterprise and ambition (Welsh, Government, 2023) as well as expand vocational and academic opportunities (Qualifications Wales, 2025). However, the literature suggests that access to post-16 pathways is inconsistent (Morris, 2021; Estyn, 2025), influenced by curriculum structures, teacher expectations, alongside access to resources (Taylor, 2024).  From a capability perspective, this could reflect the role of conversion factors, where equal provision does not automatically result in equal opportunities (Sen, 1999). The main issue, therefore, is not only the availability of resources, but how students perceive and engage with them (Archer, 2023), and this will be central to my research. 
Although the literature recognises the influence of structural, social and personal factors on aspiration formation and realisation (Hughes, 2016; Ridley, 2024), there is limited research that examines these through a capability lens to investigate how school practices enable or constrain post-16 routes taken by students. This gap is evident within a Welsh context, where it is further recognised (Morris, 2021), that there is limited empirical research examining how the policy intent of the curriculum for Wales is translated into practice at school-level, to facilitate post-16 transitions. 
In response to this gap, this study will adopt a context-specific, capability-informed case study to explore how school structures, practices, and social interactions shape students’ access to post-16 pathways in practice. In doing so, it seeks to contribute to both theoretical understanding and policy development within the Welsh educational context.

3.2 Research Questions
The study will be guided by an overarching research question which is supported by three sub-questions (RQs). This will enable focused exploration of the central phenomenon from multiple perspectives (Yin, 2018). The questions are informed by the Capability Approach (Sen, 1999), with an emphasis on opportunity and constraint, within the context of the Curriculum for Wales (2022). However, while the Curriculum for Wales ill provide the context for the study, the primary focus of the research will be on how opportunities are experienced and accessed by students in practice. 
Overarching Research Question: 
How do secondary schools enable or constrain students’ access to post-16 pathways within the Curriculum for Wales?
· RQ1: How do school practices and structures, within the Curriculum for Wales, enable or constrain students’ access to post-16 pathways?
This question is informed by literature that emphasises the role of institutional structures, such as curriculum organisation and practices, and provision for careers-education, in shaping access to post-16 opportunities (Hughes et al., 2016; Rainford, 2023; Archer, et al., 2023). It will address the need to further explore how schools contextually implement national policy in practice (Ball, 2021), and the influence of these processes on perceived post-16 pathways (Archer et al., 2023). 

· RQ2: How do students perceive their available post-16 choices and opportunities within this context?
This question reflects the Capability Approach emphasis on conversion factors rather than availability of resources alone (Sen, 1999), and will explore how students experience, interpret, and engage with, available pathways. In doing so, it will address a gap in empirical literature regarding how schools contextually translate provision into meaningful and accessible post-16 opportunities (Morris, 2021).

· RQ3: How do staff perceive their role in shaping students’ post-16 opportunities within the Curriculum for Wales?
This question is informed by research on social mediation of post-16 opportunities within schools (Francis et al., 2017; Hart, 2019; Archer, 2023). The intention will be to explore the role of teachers and school staff in shaping how opportunities are portrayed, supported, and legitimised within school contexts (Evans & Furlong, 2019; Archer et al., 2023; Freeman et al., 2024; Taylor, 2024).
In line with Yin (2018), drawing on multiple stakeholder perspectives will facilitate a contextually informed understanding of how access to post-16 pathways is enabled or constrained within Welsh secondary schools.
3.3 Aims and Objectives
Cohen et al., (2018, p.16) emphasise the importance of “operationalisation” in ensuring a coherent and effective research design. Within this study, the research aim defines the overall purpose of the study, while the objectives provide a structured framework that will guide the research methods (Biggam, 2021). This will ensure that the process is feasible within the constraints of a small-scale study, while enabling sufficient depth to address the research problem (Creswell, 2023). The aims and objectives are informed by the literature, which emphasises the need to look beyond availability of resources to examining how these are converted into genuine opportunities (Sen, 1999), and how they are perceived within school contexts (Archer et al., 2023; Price, 2025).
Research Aim
The aim of the study will be to explore how secondary school practices, within the Curriculum for Wales, enable or constrain students’ access to post-16 pathways using the Capability Approach (Sen, 1999).
Research Objectives
To achieve this aim, the study will:
1. Identify how school structures and practices (e.g. curriculum organisation, option systems, and careers provision) shape access to post-16 pathways 
2. Explore how students perceive their available post-16 choices and opportunities 
3. Examine how school practices enable or constrain access to post-16 pathways from both student and staff perspectives 
4. Contextualise these findings within the Curriculum for Wales (2022).
The use of the Capability Approach will allow the study to focus, not only on availability of resources, but also how these are interpreted and experienced by students. 



3.4 Contribution to the Field
This study seeks to build upon existing literature by exploring how school practices shape both the perceived and actual accessibility of post-16 pathways within the context of the Curriculum for Wales (2022). Drawing on the Capability Approach (Sen, 1999), it aims to explore the genuine opportunities available to students, including the institutional and social factors that may enable or constrain their choices. In contrast to research that focusses on policy intentions (Taylor, 2024), or on how schools shape aspirations (Hughes et al., 2016), this study will examine how school practices and structures, situated within the context of the Curriculum for Wales, shape students’ experiences of post-16 pathways. This is an underdeveloped area within the current literature (Morris, 2021). 
The focus of the study is timely, given ongoing concerns around educational engagement, school attendance and widening gaps in attainment (Welsh Government, 2025; Estyn, 2025; OECD, 2023). Research suggests that young people’s perceptions of their future opportunities are closely linked to their engagement with education and longer-term social mobility (Archer, 2023; Hughes et al., 2016). Understanding how schools shape both access to, and perceptions of, post-16 pathways is therefore significant, particularly against a backdrop of educational reform in Wales, aimed at expanding vocational and academic routes (Welsh Government, 2023; Qualifications Wales, 2025). 
Furthermore, despite a commitment to equity within the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2023), concerns have been expressed regarding unequal access to post-16 pathways across Wales (Estyn, 2025; Taylor, 2024). From a Capability perspective, this could reflect the role of conversion factors (Sen, 1999), where school practices influence how students convert their resources into genuine post-16 opportunities.  By exploring how different pathways are enabled, constrained, and perceived, the study will aim to not only contribute a contextual understanding of available pathways (Morris, 2021), but also to build upon existing literature that seeks to understand how these are made accessible and meaningful to learners (Hart, 2019; Archer et al, 2023). This study will therefore contribute a context-specific, capability-informed perspective, while addressing a gap in empirical research on the implementation of the Curriculum for Wales in relation to post-16 transitions (Morris, 2021).

4.0 Limitations and Scope
It is important to note that the study will be a small-scale, exploratory case study and is intended to provide in-depth, contextual understanding of a broader phenomenon (Yin, 2018). As the research is conducted within a single school context, the findings are not intended to be generalisable across all secondary schools in Wales, but to address an identified gap in the literature in relation to context-specific, empirical study of post-16 pathways (Morris, 2021; Price, 2025). 
Furthermore, while the Capability Approach offers a valuable lens through which to explore this issue, it has been criticised for being vague, with conversion factors difficult to identify or measure (Clark, 2005; Robeyns, 2017). Therefore, while the study will present findings on school practices and participant experiences, it does not aim to portray the full range of factors that influence access to post-16 pathways. 
Nevertheless, despite these limitations, the study aims to contribute to the growing body of policy and academic literature seeking to understand how educational opportunities are differentially realised in practice in Wales.
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