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Students’ university aspirations and attainment grouping in secondary schools
Abstract

International evidence shows that students from more disadvantaged backgrounds are less
likely to attend university. We examine the potential link between university aspiration and
secondary schools’ attainment grouping practices (tracking/setting). Modelling of longitudinal
student questionnaires (N=6680) completed in England suggests that there is a slight
cumulative association between students’ university aspirations and their set placement.
Interestingly we find that student self-confidence predicts university aspirations over and above
both prior aspirations and attainment. Our findings suggest that to improve our understanding
of students’ university aspirations it is crucial to take account of factors other than just prior
attainment. The concept of capacity to aspire emphasises the multiplicity of factors involved
in enabling or hindering aspirations for university, and their interaction over time. We argue
that universities have an important role in realising more socially just patterns in higher
education participation through outreach work that can enhance students’ capacity to aspire to
university.

Introduction

The majority of secondary school students in Western societies such as the UK and US aspire
to go to university (Berrington, Roberts and Tammes, 2016; Hartas, 2016; Venezia and Kirst,
2005). Whilst an increasing number of young people now pursue higher education studies
(Whitty, Hayton and Tang, 2015), it is clear that many students do not fulfil their earlier
university aspirations. International evidence shows that students from advantaged
backgrounds are more likely to attend university (Altbach, Reisberg and Rumbley, 2009;
McMahon, Harwood and Hickey-Moody, 2016; Tomaszewski, Perales and Xiang, 2015),
suggesting that students from more disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to turn their
aspiration into participation (Bowden and Doughney, 2010), although recent studies drawing
on longitudinal UK data suggest that the apparent socio-economic patterns in higher education
participation can be largely explained by prior attainment as early as at 11 (Anders, 2012). As
students’ educational outcomes, including measures of student attainment are, however
inextricably linked to the social and educational context in which students are schooled (Ball,
2010), it is important to examine students’ school trajectories and consider how their
experiences of schooling might impact on their aspirations for university (Mangan et al., 2010;
Santelices, Horn and Catalan, 2017; Venezia and Kirst, 2005; Whitty, Hayton and Tang,
2015;). Whilst most universities are primarily concerned with measures of educational
attainment at the point of student recruitment and admission, students’ earlier educational

trajectories and their potential impact on university aspirations and their realisation are of



crucial importance in addressing the socially inequitable patterns in higher education

participation in the UK and internationally.

In this article we focus on secondary school students’ university aspirations, and whether these
are affected by attainment grouping. Our ongoing project on grouping practices in English
secondary schools has generated a longitudinal dataset (N=6680 students) that uniquely
enables us to test the potential relationship between grouping practices and students’ university
aspirations. The project investigates how secondary school students are grouped for their
learning in English and mathematics with a particular focus on the efficacy of different
grouping approaches on improving the attainment of students from disadvantaged
backgrounds. Given our extensive dataset we are able to extend the examination of students’
university aspirations to include factors such as self-confidence and student liking for school,
that have not been included in prior research on students’ university aspirations. We begin by
outlining how attainment grouping practices might influence secondary school students’
aspirations for university and how we theorise students’ capacity to aspire. The second
substantive part of the paper provides details on the methodology of the study. This is followed
by a presentation and a discussion of our findings where we argue for an active role for
universities through outreach work in schools and communities in order to realise more socially

just patterns in higher education participation.

How might attainment grouping practices influence aspirations for university?

Attainment grouping practices tend to be referred to as tracking in the US literature and setting
or streaming in the UK literature (see e.g. Oakes, 2005; Francis et al., 2017a). Setting, whereby
students are allocated to a group (a set) depending on their prior attainment is a prevalent
practice in English secondary schools, especially for mathematics (OECD, 2013). This is
despite research continuing to document the potentially negative aspects of setting on the
outcomes of students in low attainment groups (Francis et al., 2017a; Oakes, 2005; Parsons
and Hallam, 2014), and particularly on their assessment of themselves as successful learners
(Francis et al., 2017b; Gillborn and Youdell, 2000; Hart et al., 2004). Alternative grouping
practices, such as grouping students into mixed attainment classes are less common for subjects

such as mathematics (Taylor et al., 2016).



Reviewing prior research on attainment grouping it seems that the practice of grouping students
into sets could be contributing to ‘tiering” of aspirations with students’ aspirations being related
to their placement in the attainment group hierarchy through two interrelated factors:
curriculum, and the labelling communicated by the practice of tracking/setting. A classic
example of the consequences of a differentiated curriculum is presented by Gilborn and
Youdell (2000) who carefully document the impact of educational triage on students’
educational pathways with differentiated curricula and pathway associated learner identities.
The tiering of GCSE exam papers in mathematics in English secondary schools remains a very
tangible way in which different curricula are set for different groups of students with potentially
aspiration constraining outcomes for young people that they may not themselves be aware of
(Boaler, Wiliam and Brown, 2000). Performance in mathematics can for example route
students either down an academic or a vocational pathway (Dalby, 2016). In the US context
Venezia and Kirst (2005) have also importantly identified the impact of differentiated curricula
(e.g. access to college preparation courses) between high school tracks can shape students’

educational aspirations.

The day-to-day practices and experiences of tracking or setting in themselves can also be seen
to impact on students’ aspirations through students’ internalisation of their track or set position
(Berends, 1995; Lehmann, 2009). This can be understood as a kind of habitus construction, the
learned dispositions that shape students’ understanding of the possibilities for their future (Ball
et al., 2002), wherein a self-fulfilling prophesy may impact students’ self-perception and
confidence in learning (Francis et al., 2017b; Lehmann, 2009). The differential aspirations
associated with the different pathways may go unchallenged and indeed be indirectly
encouraged by teachers (Furlong, 2005). This is not inconsequential as we know that decisions
relating to attainment group placement are not always made on attainment data alone (Dunne
et al., 2007; Taylor et al., 2018) and that students from disadvantaged backgrounds are over-
represented in low attainment groups (Dunne et al, 2007; Kutnick et al., 2005; Archer et al.,
2018). These group placement decisions have an impact on and interact with the learner habitus
the young people develop to produce different kinds of learning trajectory possibilities and
pathways, whether actively chosen or drifted into. We will next outline how we draw on the
concept of capacity to aspire to university (Bok, 2010; Gale and Parker, 2013; Smith, 2011) in
our examination of attainment grouping practices and students’ university aspirations.

Theorising capacity to aspire to university



Lack of aspirations as a straightforward explanation for poor educational outcomes and
relatively curtailed educational trajectories has been robustly critiqued by researchers with
evidence from a range of educational contexts (Archer, DeWitt and Wong, 2014; Kintrea, St
Clair and Houston, 2011; Zipin et al., 2015). As Kintrea, St Clair and Houston (2011, p.8)
assert: ‘However much the young person wants to be a lawyer, this aspiration is incompatible
with leaving school at the age of 16.’ Individual aspirations (or their apparent lack of) are thus
only one part of the picture. Instead of the deficit-focused idea of a lack of aspiration,
Appadurai’s (2004) concept of ‘capacity to aspire’ has been fruitfully applied in recent higher
education research (Bok, 2010; Gale and Parker, 2013; Smith, 2011).

The concept of the capacity to aspire emphasises the importance of the individual’s
surroundings which can over time encourage or hinder the development of aspirations and their
realisation (Appadurai, 2004). The concept of the capacity to aspire encourages us to consider
individuals’ agency as being constrained by collectively experienced factors relating to, for
example local culture and physical environment, but that is also open to change at the collective
or the individual level. As a future-oriented concept, it is well suited to analysing secondary
school students’ university aspirations at a point in their life when university may be only
vaguely imagined, and it enables us to reflect on why and how some young people’s aspirations
are realised whereas for others, aspirations become unattainable or are self-moderated over
time (Bok, 2010).

This developmental perspective is important as empirical research has identified prior
attainment as the key factor contributing to students’ university aspirations (Anders, 2012;
Chowdry et al., 2010) with gender (Berrington, Roberts and Tammes, 2016; Gale and Parker,
2015; Hartas, 2016), parental education and cultural capital or parental involvement also being
associated with students’ university aspirations (Davies, Qiu and Davies, 2014; Perna and
Titus, 2005), and socio-economic background moderating these aspirations over time (Anders,
2017). Research has also importantly drawn attention to the ‘gendered, classed and/or
racialized patterns in young people’s aspirations’ (Archer, DeWitt and Wong, 2014, p.59).
These prior studies show that there are considerable differences in young people’s horizons of
aspirations with those from more advantaged backgrounds tending to view higher education as
a near compulsory phase of education (Ball et al., 2002), and those from more disadvantaged
backgrounds being more likely to view university as ‘unthinkable’ (Archer, Hollingworth and

Halsall, 2007). However, whilst an association between individual aspirations and attainment



has been demonstrated, the causal relationships between aspirations and attainment are poorly
understood (Gorard, See and Davies, 2012).

An understanding of the capacity to aspire to university as something that is developed over
time thus needs to take account of the student’s experiences in school, as well as their home
environment which can shape the individual’s understanding or belief in himself/herself as
either someone who will, as someone who might; or as someone who definitely will not go to
university. In our examination of students’ aspirations for university by their placement in the
attainment group hierarchy, we have thus extended our analysis beyond the variables relating
to prior attainment, student characteristics (gender, ethnicity and socio-economic background)
and cultural capital used in the prior research on students’ university aspirations already
referred to in order to control for at least some elements of the student experiences or attitudes
in school. Prior longitudinal research on university participation has importantly found an
association between positive school experiences and university participation (Tomaszewski,
Perales and Xiang, 2017).

Using the measures developed and adapted for our present study, we have controlled for a
measure of student general self-confidence in learning and a measure of student liking for
school (for full discussion of the self-confidence measure see Francis et al., 2017b; Mazenod
et al. (forthcoming) for student liking for school). It should be noted that our conceptualisation
of self-confidence and the measure of student general self-confidence (as distinct from subject-
specific self-confidence) differs from, for example the approach used in Gorard, See and
Davies’ (2012) extensive review of research that found no evidence of a causal relationship
between student self-concept or self-esteem and participation in post-compulsory education.
We have also used a broad definition of cultural capital and operationalised the parental
education variable as a measure of cultural capital given the relevance of prior family
knowledge and experience of higher education in shaping students’ understanding of and
aspirations for university (Archer, DeWitt and Wong, 2013; Ball et al., 2002). Details on our
wider study, the student questionnaire and the specific variables used in our analysis are

provided in the next section on methodology.

Methodology
Data



The wider study underpinning the data presented in this paper is a mixed methods study of
grouping practices and their impact on student outcomes and students’ experiences of
secondary schooling in England funded by Education Endowment Foundation. Two
randomised controlled trials: ‘Best Practice in Setting’ and ‘Best Practice in Mixed Attainment’
were run as part of the study alongside further data being gathered through student and teacher
questionnaires, teacher interviews and student focus groups (see Francis et al, 2017a for
background to the study). The trials focused on teaching and learning in English and
mathematics because these subjects have tended to be viewed as the key school subjects in
England, but also because there is diversity in the content and pedagogy across these subjects.
The data presented in this paper is drawn from student questionnaires completed by students
in schools participating in the ‘Best Practice in Setting’ trial. A total of 126 schools that group
students by attainment for English and/or mathematics participated in ‘Best Practice in Setting’
with 75 schools setting students for both English and mathematics, 6 for English only and 45
for mathematics only. A mixture of volunteer and randomised sampling was used to recruit the
schools and the overall sample of 126 schools represents a good variety of urban and rural areas
(for details on recruitment and sampling process followed see Taylor et al., 2016).

As part of the project all students from the 126 schools were asked to complete the student
questionnaire in the autumn term 2015 when they were starting Year 7, and again in the summer
term 2017 as they were finishing their Year 8. Schools were responsible for administering the
questionnaires to the relevant groups of students with questionnaire completion protocols
having been specified by the project team. Questionnaires at both time points were returned
from 64 out of the 126 study schools, resulting in an overall school response rate of 51%. In
this paper, we focus on analysing student questionnaire data from students who completed
questionnaires at both times (schools participating in study in mathematics N=4408 students;
schools participating in English N= 1972 students). The questionnaire included items asking
students to indicate their group placement for English and mathematics and to respond to
questions relating to their liking for school and their general self-confidence, as well as
questions relating to their socio-demographic background (ethnicity, parental education and
occupation). Prior to the launch of the questionnaire, it was extensively piloted with Year 7

students in schools not included in the study sample, and the reliability and validity of the

1 Year 7 students are aged 11-12; Year 8 students 12-13



questionnaire items was enhanced for example by amending wording of the questions that had

been commonly misunderstood by students completing the pilot questionnaires.

Questionnaire completion was undertaken online at the study schools during normal school
hours. The questionnaire took approximately half an hour to complete. To enhance the data set,
additional data from National Pupil Database (NPD) was matched with the questionnaire
responses for students whose parents had consented to the use of the data. This additional data
consisted of information on students’ prior attainment in English (reading) and mathematics,
and their status of being, or having been in receipt of free school meal (FSM), a measure of
low socio-economic status. Data was initially matched for 100 % matches based on students’
first name, last name and date of birth, and this process was followed by fuzzy matching and

manual matching where necessary. We will next describe the variables used in our analysis.

Variables

University aspirations Students’ university aspirations were measured through questionnaire

item ‘Do you expect to go to university?’ with response-categories of (1) ‘No, definitely not’,

(2) No, unlikely’, (3) ‘Maybe’, (4) ‘Yes, quite likely’, and (5) “Yes, definitely’.

Attainment grouping Data on the individual student’s attainment group placement (top = set 1;

middle = all sets between the top and bottom sets; bottom = the lowest set) was captured

through the student questionnaire.

Prior attainment Data on students’ prior attainment (Key Stage 2 reading and mathematics test

at the end of Key Stage 22 results broken down for high/medium/low tertiles) was matched
from NPD.

Student  characteristics Data on students’ gender (Male/Female), ethnicity
(White/Asian/Black/Mixed); English as an additional language (EAL) (based on student self-

reported first language) and parental occupation (higher; intermediate; lower) was gathered
through the questionnaire. Data on student (FSM) status (EVERFSM_ALL) was matched from
NPD.

2 Phase of education when pupils are aged 7-11



Liking for school Data on student liking for school was measured through students responding

to various statements in the questionnaire via responses categories of (1) ‘strongly disagree’,
(2) “disagree’, (3) ‘neither agree nor disagree’, (4) ‘agree’, and (5) ‘strongly agree’. For
responses to negatively-orientated items (e.g. ‘Most of the time I don't want to go to school’),
the responses-categories were reversed (i.e. from (5) ‘strongly disagree’ to (1) ‘strongly agree’)
for the analysis. Higher response scores therefore consistently reflected more positive views
(i.e. agreeing with positive statements and disagreeing with negative statements). The relevant
items were aggregated into a theorised scale for ‘liking for school,” which showed acceptable
indicators of reliability (6 items, e.g. ‘I am very happy at this school’ and ‘I enjoy nearly all
subjects at school’; Cronbach’s alpha = 0.818 at Year 7 for schools participating in

mathematics, correspondingly 0.820 at Year 7 for schools participating in English).

General self-confidence in learning Data on general self-confidence in learning was also

measured through five-category Likert scales and relevant items aggregated into a theorised
scale ‘general self-confidence in learning (7 items, e.g. ‘I learn quickly’ and ‘I am generally
high achieving in my studies’; Cronbach’s alpha = 0.827 at Year 7 for schools participating in

mathematics, correspondingly 0.831 at Year 7 for schools participating in English).

Cultural capital (parental education, books at home) The questionnaire included questions

about parental education (left at or before 16; further education; university) and number of
books at home (none/very few/about one shelf filled with books/one bookcase filled with

books/more than one bookcase filled with books).

Findings

Only a minority of students in our sample seemed to reject university outright. Tables 1 and 2
show differences across the groups of students through analysis of variance (ANOVA), with a
mean of 4 for groups of students for sets in mathematics (Table 1) and 3.94 for groups of
students for sets in English (Table 2). Students on average thus expected that they would go to
university. Our finding that the majority of students hold firm or tentative aspirations to go to
university at this age replicates earlier research findings (Berrington, Roberts and Tammes,
2016; Hartas, 2016).

Table 1 — Overall group comparison by sets in mathematics via analysis of variance (ANOVA)

Table 2 — Overall group comparison by sets in English via analysis of variance (ANOVA)



Table 1 Overall group comparison by sets in mathematics via analysis of variance (ANOVA)?

Y7 Self-reported set

All Topset  Middle sets Bottom set Difference

Indicator (scale) R?  Sig.

M SD M SD M SD M SD (p)
Gender (1=boy) 51 50 57 50 .48 50 .47 50 .008 <.001
Ethnicity: White
(1=Y) 80 40 78 42 81 39 .82 .39 .001 .047
Ethnicity: Asian
(1=Y) 07 26 09 28 .06 .24 .06 .23 .003 .002
Ethnicity: Black
(1=Y) 04 18 03 .17 .04 19 .06 .23 .001 .113
Ethnicity: Mixed
(1=Y) 07 25 07 25 07 .26 .06 .23 .000 .598
Ethnicity: Other
(1=Y) 03 16 03 .18 .02 .15 .02 .13 .001 .111
EAL (1=Y) 08 27 09 28 .07 .26 .09 .29 .001 .212
Books at home (1-5) 419 100 434 93 414 101 369 116 .026 <.001
Highest parental
education (1-4) 325 .87 335 .84 321 .87 297 91 .013 <.001
Highest parental
occupation (1-7) 516 1.79 540 170 5.03 1.82 462 187 .016 <.001
FSM (1=Y) 19 39 16 37 .21 40 .23 42 .003 .001
KS2 Mathematics
fine score (1-5) 365 .74 420 61 336 .50 269 .66 .419 <.001
Y7: University
aspirations (1-5) 400 94 417 88 392 95 363 1.08 .027 <.001
Y8: University
aspirations (1-5) 391 1.02 412 93 381 1.06 350 1.09 .032 <.001
Change in university
aspirations -07 97 -05 .89 -09 1.01 -11 1.12 .001 .303
Y7: Liking for school
(1-5) 439 60 442 58 438 61 427 .70 .004 <.001
Y8: Liking for school
(1-5) 389 .76 397 .75 385 .76 3.72 .79 .009 <.001
Change in liking for
school -50 .73 -45 69 -53 .75 -54 .83 .003 .003
Y7: General self-
confidence (1-5) 428 57 441 50 422 58 397 .69 .046 <.001
Y8: General self-
confidence (1-5) 397 .76 416 .71 388 .77 3.62 .77 .046 <.001
Change in self-
confidence -31 70 -25 65 -34 72 -36 .79 .004 <.001
Number of students 4408 1773 2345 290

Notes: means (M), standard deviations (SD) are shown; the magnitude (R?) and significance
(Sig. (p)) of the overall difference across the groups is also shown; significant p-values (p <
.05) are highlighted in bold

3 With a Bonferroni adjustment for multiple testing, all statistically significant differences remain significant

except for ‘Ethnicity: White’ and ‘Change in liking for school’

10



Table 2 Overall group comparison by sets in English via analysis of variance (ANOVA)*
Y7 Self-reported set

All Topset  Middle sets Bottom set  Difference
Indicator (scale) RZ  Sig.
M SD M SD M SD M SD (p)
Gender (1=boy) 53 50 48 50 55 50 .58 .50 .005 .009
Ethnicity: White
(1=Y) 82 38 8 36 .80 40 .8 .35 .004 .021
Ethnicity: Asian
(1=Y) 06 23 .04 20 .07 25 .03 .17 .004 .030
Ethnicity: Black
(1=Y) 02 15 03 .16 .02 .15 .01 .10 .000 .626
Ethnicity: Mixed
(1=Y) 07 25 06 24 .08 .26 .05 .22 .001 .442
Ethnicity: Other
(1=Y) 03 .17 02 .14 .03 .18 .05 .22 .002 .144
EAL (1=Y) 06 24 .05 .22 08 .26 .05 .22 .003 .067

Books at home (1-5) 413 1.03 438 .90 398 1.06 3.75 1.28 .041 <.001
Highest parental

education (1-4) 314 83 320 .88 311 .87 292 .99 .005 .008
Highest parental

occupation (1-7) 497 183 520 178 484 184 443 199 .013 <.001
FSM (1=Y) 22 42 20 40 24 43 25 44 003 .057
KS2 Reading fine

score (1-5) 353 51 382 .30 338 .46 276 .77 .295 <.001
Y7: University

aspirations (1-5) 394 97 409 94 386 .96 355 1.22 .021 <.001
Y8: University

aspirations (1-5) 386 1.04 406 .98 3.76 1.04 332 1.24 .032 <.001
Change in university

aspirations -07 100 -02 96 -09 101 -25 129 .003 .106
Y7: Liking for school

(1-5) 437 63 442 59 434 65 429 .73 .004 .014
Y8: Liking for school

(1-5) 387 .76 396 .73 381 .78 3.73 .79 .011 <.001
Change in liking for

school -561 76 -46 .71 -54 80 -57 .83 .003 .075
Y7: General self-

confidence (1-5) 425 60 440 54 417 61 403 .72 .040 <.001
Y8: General self-

confidence (1-5) 395 .78 409 .75 385 .77 380 .86 .024 <.001
Change in self-

confidence -31 73 -30 .69 -31 .76 -24 73 .001 .597
Number of students 1972 794 1082 96

4 With a Bonferroni adjustment for multiple testing, all statistically significant differences remain significant
except for ‘Gender’, ‘Ethnicity: White’, ‘Ethnicity: Asian’, ‘Highest Parental Occupation’ and ‘Y7 Liking for
school’.
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Notes: means (M), standard deviations (SD) are shown; the magnitude (R?) and significance
(Sig. (p)) of the overall difference across the groups is also shown; significant p-values (p <
.05) are highlighted in bold

As tables 1 and 2 show groups of students in the top sets held on average the highest aspirations
to go to university. These tables are based on students’ self-reported set placement in Year 7
(see supplementary information tables for equivalent tables based on students’ self-reported
set placement in Year 8). We then predicted students’ university aspirations through multi-
level linear regression (via maximum-likelihood estimation with variable intercepts per school)
to account for students being sampled by / clustered within schools (Snijders & Bosker, 2012).
Predictive models essentially reveal the independent predictive association between each
predictor and the outcome, statistically accounting for all of the other predictors. In our
presentation of the models we have throughout reported on the statistical significance (p-
values) and the magnitude of the predictive associations (standardised coefficients). These
standardised coefficients reflected the number of standard deviations of increase/decrease that
would occur in the outcome, given one standard deviation increase in the predictor. We have
here consistently reported on observed responses as estimating any missing responses within

the constraints of our study design did not appear to notably alter the results.

Analysis of the data collected at the start of our study when students were in Year 7 and shown
in tables 3 and 4 below suggests that set placement in Year 7, the first year of secondary school,

is not predictive of students’ university aspirations when controlling for other variables.
Table 3 - Predicting students’ university aspirations (reported as of Year 7) by sets in

mathematics

Table 4 - Predicting students’ university aspirations (reported as of Year 7) by sets in English

12



Table 3 - Predicting students’ university aspirations (reported as of Year 7) by sets in mathematics

Step la Step 1b Step 2 Step 3 Step 4a Step 4b Step 5

Predictor Sig Sig Sig Sig Sig Sig Sig

Std.B (p) Std.B (p) Std.B (p) Std.B (p) Std.B (p) Std.B (p) Std.B (p)
Constant/intercept N/A <.001 N/A <001 N/A <001 N/A <001 NA <001 NA <001 N/A <001
Y7: Setting: Middle set
(v. top) -134 <.001 -043 037 -035 .092 -030 .139 -.022 262 -.023 .250
Y7: Setting: Bottom set
(v. top) -134 <.001 -057 .004 -045 025 -041 .043 -028 .160 -.030 .121
KS2 mathematics fine
score 190 <001 .151 <001 .130 <.001 .132 <.001 .089 <.001 .092 <.001
Gender (1=boy) -086 <.001 -.075 <.001 -086 <.001 -.083 <.001
Ethnicity: Asian (1=Y) 107 <001 .102 <.001 .103 <.001 .102 <.001
Ethnicity: Black (1=Y) 093 <001 .095 <.001 .087 <.001 .088 <.001
Ethnicity: Mixed (1=Y) 029 059 .033 .031 .027 .071 .029 .056
Ethnicity: Other (1=Y) 047 003 .052 .001 .046 .003 .048 .002
EAL (1=Y) 080 <.001 .077 <.001 .069 <.001 .070 <.001
Books at home 088 <.001 .067 <.001 .056 .001 .054 .002
Highest parental
education 153 <001 153 <.001 .145 <.001 .146 <.001
Highest parental
occupation 096 <.001 .094 <.001 .086 <.001 .087 <.001
Ever received FSM
(1=Y) 052 .003 .059 .001 .056 .001 .056 .001
Y7: Liking for school 149 <.001 .040 .031
Y7: General self-
confidence 238 <.001 217 <.001
Explained variance 2.6% 4.0% 4.2% 16.0% 18.0% 20.8% 21.1%
Unexplained variance
(residual) 92.3% 91.3% 91.2% 82.4% 80.3% 78.0% 77.7%

13



Unexplained variance
(school) 5.1% 4.6% 4.6% 1.6% 1.8% 1.1% 1.2%

Notes: Standardised coefficients (Std. B) and significance (Sig (p); p-values) are shown; ethnicity categories reflect comparisons against White
students; significant coefficients and p-values (p < .05) are highlighted in bold

Table 4 - Predicting students’ university aspirations (reported as of Year 7) by sets in English

Step la Step 1b Step 2 Step 3 Step 4a Step 4b Step 5

Predictor Sig Sig Sig Sig Sig Sig Sig

Std.B (p) Std.B (p) Std.B (p) Std.B (p) Std.B (p) Std.B (p) Std.B (p)
Constant/intercept N/A <.001 N/A <001 N/A <001 N/A <001 N/A <001 NA .002 N/A .005
Y7: Setting: Middle set
(v. top) -131 <.001 -074 009 -069 .013 -064 .020 -036 .175 -.038 .163
Y7: Setting: Bottom set
(v. top) -114 <.001 -063 .024 -063 .026 -.057 .040 -.044 106 -.044 .106
KS2 reading fine score 174 <001 125 <001 .103 .001 .106 .001 .080 .008 .081 .008
Gender (1=boy) -068 .005 -.060 .013 -080 .001 -.079 .001
Ethnicity: Asian (1=Y) 116 <.001  .107 <.001 .104 <.001 .104 <.001
Ethnicity: Black (1=Y) 083 .001 .084 .001 .076 .001 .077 .001
Ethnicity: Mixed (1=Y) 028 247 036 .129 .030 .196 .031 .181
Ethnicity: Other (1=Y) 003 .883 .008 .747 -006 .785 -.005 .828
EAL (1=Y) 086 .001 .092 <001 .078 .001 .079 .001
Books at home 051 .056 .028 .294 .020 442 021 .430
Highest parental
education 181 <001 .190 <.001 .183 <.001 .184 <.001
Highest parental
occupation 103 <001 .096 <.001 .082 .001 .083 .001
Ever received FSM
(1=Y) 055 .036 .058 .026 .046 .073 .045 .078
Y7: Liking for school 140 <.001 010 .725

14



Y7: General self-

confidence 239 <.001 .231 <.001
Explained variance 1.8% 2.5% 2.8% 14.3% 16.1% 19.1% 19.1%
Unexplained variance

(residual) 94.3% 93.9% 93.5% 85.7% 83.8% 80.9% 80.9%
Unexplained variance

(school) 3.9% 3.6% 3.7% 1% 2% 0% 0%

Notes: Standardised coefficients (Std. B) and significance (Sig (p); p-values) are shown; ethnicity categories reflect comparisons against White

students; significant coefficients and p-values (p < .05) are highlighted in bold

15
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about here

This modelling of data across both mathematics and English sets suggests that prior attainment,
student characteristics (specifically gender, ethnicity, EAL status and parental occupation),
cultural capital (parental education) and students’ general self-confidence in learning
consistently predict students’ university aspirations. Our finding that boys are less likely to
report to have university aspirations replicates findings from earlier studies (Berrington,
Roberts and Tammes, 2016; Gale and Parker, 2015; Hartas, 2016). Another of our findings
relating to student characteristics, that groups of students self-reporting their ethnicity as Asian,
Black or Mixed were more likely to report to have university aspirations compared against
students self-reporting their ethnicity as White reflects trends in UCAS applications in the UK
discussed by Whitty, Hayton and Tang (2015). In our modelling EAL status increased the
likelihood of students’ university aspirations, however there was only a relatively small number
of students with EAL status in our dataset for the present analysis. Nevertheless, Bowden and
Doughney (2010) also similarly found that students who do not speak English at home were
more likely to aspire to university. In relation to measures of students’ socio-economic status,
our finding of a positive relationship between the level of parental occupation and students’
university aspirations is also in line with prior research suggesting that socio-economic
background influences students’ university aspirations with students from less privileged
backgrounds less likely to apply to university (Anders 2017; Tomaszewski, Perales and Xiang,
2017).

Cultural capital measured through parental education was predictive of university aspirations
in our data, with the level of parental education positively correlating with university
aspirations. This is a similar finding to Davies, Qiu and Davies’ (2014) study which importantly
also identified that factors relating to cultural capital had a greater impact in the case of students
with average rather than high grade expectations. All else being equal, students with average
levels of prior attainment but from home environments with more cultural capital are thus more
likely to have university aspirations in comparison with students from home environments with
less cultural capital. Measuring cultural capital through the variable of number of books at
home emerged as a predictor from the data of sets in mathematics (Table 3), but not for English
(Table 4).
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Turning to the longitudinal data on students’ university aspirations (Tables 5 and 6) we find
that unsurprisingly the key predictor of student aspirations in Year 8 are student aspirations in
Year 7. The modelling suggests that over and above this key predictor of Year 7 aspirations,
there is still a statistically significant relationship between prior attainment, gender, student
self-reported ethnicity, EAL and FSM status, books at home, highest parental occupation,
liking for school and general self-confidence in learning in Year 8. These statistically
significant relationships hold whether we use set placement in Year 8 (see Model C in Tables
5 & 6) orin Year 7 (see Model D in Tables 5 & 6). Student aspirations in Year 7 are however
clearly the strongest predictors. Of the remaining variables, the association between student

aspirations and student general self-confidence in learning is of the highest magnitude.

There are however intriguing differences in our findings depending on whether we use set
placement in Year 7 or Year 8. When we model based on the latest data (Year 8), set placement
does appear to influence aspirations at Year 8, and students placed in top sets appear to have
higher aspirations over and above the effects of prior attainment and aspirations in Year 7 (see
Model C in Tables 5 & 6). The associated magnitudes are slight, but these findings clearly
differ from modelling based on initial set placement data (see Model D in Tables 5 & 6) which
shows no statistically significant relationship between students’ university aspirations and their

set placement.

Table 5 — Predicting students’ university aspirations (reported as of Year 8) by sets in
mathematics

Table 6 — Predicting students’ university aspirations (reported as of Year 8) by sets in English
about here
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Table 5 - Predicting students’ university aspirations (reported as of Year 8) by sets in mathematics

Model A Model B Model C Model D
Predictor Std. B Sig (p) Std. B Sig (p) Std. B Sig (p) Std. B Sig (p)
Constant/intercept N/A <.001 N/A <.001 N/A .002 N/A 325
Y7: University aspirations 400 <.001 401 <.001
Y7: Setting: Middle set (v. top) <.001 992
Y7: Setting: Bottom set (v. top) .005 783
Y8: Setting: Middle set (v. top) -.073 <.001 -.073 <.001 -.056 .003
Y8: Setting: Bottom set (v. top) -.052 .007 -.052 .008 -.056 .002
KS2 Mathematics fine score .085 <.001 .082 <.001 .052 014 101 <.001
Gender (1=boy) -.119 <.001 -117 <.001 -.082 <.001 -.081 <.001
Ethnicity: Asian (1=Y) .098 <.001 .098 <.001 .055 <.001 .059 <.001
Ethnicity: Black (1=Y) 111 <.001 A11 <.001 .084 <.001 .089 <.001
Ethnicity: Mixed (1=Y) .053 <.001 .052 <.001 .035 012 034 .010
Ethnicity: Other (1=Y) 046 .004 .045 .006 .025 .098 .030 .037
EAL (1=Y) .080 <.001 079 <.001 .059 <.001 .058 <.001
Books at home .083 <.001 .079 <.001 .066 <.001 .065 <.001
Highest parental education .095 <.001 .095 <.001 .034 .032 .025 .108
Highest parental occupation 077 <.001 .076 <.001 .042 .007 047 .002
Ever received FSM (1=Y) .059 .001 .059 .001 .040 013 .049 .001
Y7: Liking for school .016 431 -.012 507 -.018 325
Y8: Liking for school .055 .005 .048 .024 .075 <.001 073 <.001
Y7: General self-confidence .028 175 -.054 .007 -.051 .007
Y8: General self-confidence 232 <.001 220 <.001 192 <.001 212 <.001
Explained variance 26.3% 26.3% 40.6% 39.3%
Unexplained variance (residual) 72.8% 72.7% 59.0% 60.2%
Unexplained variance (school) .9% 1.0% 4% 5%

Notes: Standardised coefficients (Std. B) and significance (Sig (p); p-values) are shown; ethnicity categories reflect comparisons against White

students; significant coefficients and p-values (p < .05) are highlighted in bold
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Table 6 - Predicting students’ university aspirations (reported as of Year 8) by sets in English

Model A Model B Model C Model D
Predictor Std. B Sig (p) Std. B Sig (p) Std. B Sig (p) Std. B Sig (p)
Constant/intercept N/A .040 N/A .070 N/A 472 N/A 711
Y7: University aspirations 400 <.001 .396 <.001
Y7: Setting: Middle set (v. top) .001 961
Y7: Setting: Bottom set (v. top) -.023 365
Y8: Setting: Middle set (v. top) -.070 011 -.069 .013 -.056 .038
Y8: Setting: Bottom set (v. top) -.053 074 -.052 .080 -.043 143
KS2 reading fine score 171 <.001 .168 <.001 130 <.001 137 <.001
Gender (1=boy) -.120 <.001 -.123 <.001 -.084 <.001 -077 <.001
Ethnicity: Asian (1=Y) .096 <.001 .097 <.001 .056 022 .035 105
Ethnicity: Black (1=Y) .098 <.001 .097 <.001 075 .001 .068 .001
Ethnicity: Mixed (1=Y) .023 337 .023 .350 012 586 .010 .650
Ethnicity: Other (1=Y) 047 .059 .045 .070 .038 .096 .024 258
EAL (1=Y) 120 <.001 119 <.001 .081 .001 .090 <.001
Books at home 041 124 .043 110 .065 .013 071 .003
Highest parental education .059 .023 .059 .025 -.025 321 -.019 418
Highest parental occupation 113 <.001 114 <.001 .092 <.001 .086 <.001
Ever received FSM (1=Y) .065 .013 .061 .022 .051 .046 .056 015
Y7: Liking for school -.031 .343 -.056 077 -.028 324
Y8: Liking for school .050 .100 .060 .063 .082 .010 .063 027
Y7: General self-confidence .037 .269 -.038 244 -.044 139
Y8: General self-confidence 206 <.001 191 <.001 163 <.001 198 <.001
Explained variance 24.2% 24.3% 37.2% 37.4%
Unexplained variance (residual) 75.4% 75.3% 62.4% 62.1%
Unexplained variance (school) 4% 4% 4% 5%

Notes: Standardised coefficients (Std. B) and significance (Sig (p); p-values) are shown; ethnicity categories reflect comparisons against White

students; significant coefficients and p-values (p < .05) are highlighted in bold
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In addition to the interesting findings on the impact of set placement on students’ university
aspirations, an important and novel finding from our study is that self-confidence predicts
university aspirations over and above both prior aspirations and attainment. Students’ general
self-confidence in learning emerged as the strongest predictor for university aspirations across
the students participating in the study aside from aspirations at Year 7. Elsewhere (Francis et
al., 2017b) we have reported the finding from the wider study of an association between
students’ subject self-confidence and their set level that extends to students’ general self-

confidence.

Discussion

Prior research suggests that grouping practices could impact on students’ university aspirations
via a differentiated curriculum accessed by students in the different groups, and the labelling
communicated by the practice of tracking/setting. (Berends, 1995; Gillborn and Youdell, 2000;
Lehmann, 2009; Venezia and Kirst, 2005). Our findings from a two-year study suggest that
there is a slight cumulative association between secondary school students’ university
aspirations and their set placement (top, middle or bottom). Modelling based on initial student
set placement data suggests that there is no relationship between students’ university
aspirations and their set placement when controlling for variables identified in prior research
as impacting on university aspirations (prior attainment, student characteristics, cultural
capital) and variables measuring aspects of student experiences or attitudes at school (student
liking for school and general self-confidence in learning). Modelling based on final student set
placement data however suggests that there is a slight association between students’ set
placement and their university aspirations. By the second year of setting in secondary school,
placement in a top set appears to positively impact on students’ university aspirations over and

above the effects of prior attainment and aspirations.

Our findings suggest that universities stand to gain from a greater understanding of students’
educational trajectories and experiences at secondary school if they are to increase the number
of students from more disadvantaged backgrounds entering university. The significance of self-
confidence in predicting students’ university aspirations is a novel and important finding. Over
the study period, all else being equal, it was students scoring their general self-confidence in

learning relatively higher, that were most likely to positively change their aspirations aged 12-
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13 from those reported in the previous academic year. We can interpret self-confidence as
being one manifestation or a facet of the capacity to aspire. It is also important to note that self-
confidence is a considerably stronger predictor of students’ university aspirations than prior
attainment. Our findings thus suggest that in order to enhance our understanding of students’
university aspirations and their development, we need to take account of factors other than just
prior attainment, especially as the causal relationships between student aspirations and

attainment remain unclear (Gorard, See and Davies, 2012).

The concept of the capacity to aspire is helpful in developing our understanding as it
emphasises the multiplicity of factors involved in enabling or hindering an individual’s
aspiration for university, and their interaction over time. Returning to Kintrea, St Clair and
Houston’s (2011) example of a young person wanting to become a lawyer, if we think of the
different cumulative steps that are typically involved in entering such a profession, individual
aspiration on its own is clearly insufficient to realise this aspiration if the young person leaves
school at the age of 16. Knowledge and understanding of the different steps required well in
advance in order to exert active agency rather than drifting into learning pathways incompatible
with the future aspiration can for example make the difference between a student who realises
his/her aspiration and a student who self-moderates his/her aspiration over time (Campbell and
McKendrick, 2017). The role of the family and the school environment in providing knowledge
and understanding of the steps required to realise an aspiration is thus crucial, and critical in
enhancing or diminishing a young person’s capacity to aspire. This may be particularly
important with regards to students from low socio-economic backgrounds who have been
found to be more likely to change their minds about university aspirations between the ages of
14 and 17 (Anders, 2017). Prior longitudinal research on aspirations (Kintrea, St Clair and
Houston, 2011; Tomaszewski, Perales and Xiang, 2017) has suggested that these groups of
students would particularly benefit from guidance and support in the practical steps in turning
their aspirations to a reality through for example good and ongoing careers advice and access

to work experience.

As the data we have presented here is part of a larger study, our analysis remains limited by
the constraints of the original study with, for example only one student questionnaire item
focusing on students’ university aspirations. It is also important to note that the questionnaire
item was worded in terms of students’ expectations, whilst expectations and aspirations can be

conceptualised as distinct phenomena (Anders, 2017). All students with university aspirations
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in our sample might thus not have not responded tentatively or affirmatively as expecting to go

to university.

Whilst we have shown that students’ capacity to aspire to university is likely to be influenced
by a combination of factors including students’ home environment, we would like to conclude
by reiterating the importance of schools, careers advice and universities in achieving more
socially just higher education participation outcomes. Our findings suggest that the level of
aspiration for university is high amongst young people yet relatively fewer students from
disadvantaged backgrounds pursue higher education suggesting that there are structural issues
at play that may further hinder students’ capacity to aspire to university past our measurement
points of ages 11-13. There is thus a clear role for schools and careers advice in developing
students’ capacity to aspire, but also a role for the higher education sector. Whilst there are
great examples of universities engaging in outreach work with secondary school students, the
higher education sector in the UK and internationally should consider more carefully the
opportunity to challenge the socially unjust patterns in university participation through ongoing
outreach activity in schools and communities that can support disadvantaged young people in

enhancing their capacity to aspire to university.
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