Executive summary

The paper studies the relationship between educational aspirations and their realisation. The results
presented here confirm those of other studies: that aspirations have a substantial effect on
educational outcomes.

However, it also appears that the method of analysis matters. Once we take into account the
possibility that the unobserved components of aspirations and their realisation may be correlated, the
real effect of aspirations on outcomes appears to be around one-half of that measured by approaches
that ignore any such correlation. The correlation between aspirations and realisations may arise
because factors such as motivation, perseverance, ambition, ability or beliefs about the value of
education may affect both phenomena.

The data studied here are from the YO3 and Y06 cohorts of the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian
Youth (LSAY). We use information on the educational aspirations of individuals when they were aged
15 years and compare them with their later educational outcomes. The results are consistent with an
effect typically reflecting the aspirations of a 15-year-old on the probability of Year 12 completion
being in the range of 20 to 25 percentage points, and of the effect of intending to study at university
on actually doing so of the order of 15 to 20 percentage points. These are large effects, much larger
than the effects of school achievement or family background on these outcomes.

In general, these aspirations tend to have a similar impact on outcomes across individuals, regardless
of their demographic background. That is, interaction effects between aspirations and the
demographic characteristics do not seem particularly important.

There are, however, significant interactions between aspirations and real and relative academic
performance, which suggests that high-achieving individuals are more likely to realise their
aspirations. Furthermore, those who considered their performance to be average or below average
were less likely to realise their aspirations than those who considered their performance to be well
above average.

This study does not focus explicitly on how aspirations are determined or how effective alternative
policies might be in changing the aspirations of individuals. Essentially, however, the results of this
study push the emphasis back onto the processes that shape the aspirations of young people, since it
found that these do determine young people’s (educational) futures and translate into outcomes in a
similar way across individuals, regardless of their social background.

The results suggest that if it is possible through policy or the programs of schools or community
organisations to change the aspirations of individuals, such changes in aspirations should translate
uniformly across all individuals into increased educational outcomes. Interventions, for example, that
increase the educational aspirations of Indigenous youth and young people from low socioeconomic
status (SES) backgrounds might have the same impact on their outcomes as those changing the
aspirations of people from other parts of the social welfare distribution.




