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Abstract 

 
In 2017 24.8% of 16-18 year olds in England were studying level 2 vocational and technical 

qualifications. However, the demographic characteristics of this group are unknown, as is their 

experience of these qualifications and how these experiences shape transitions to further 

education and work. Moreover, opportunities and outcomes for these young people remain 

unequal and complex despite recent reforms to the vocational sector in England. Therefore, a 

better understanding of who these learners are, their perceptions of their courses and how these 

shape their transitions and future career choices can empower practitioners and policy makers to 

implement strategies to better enable these young people to make transitions that are more 

successful. This is particularly relevant for those young people aged 16-18 who follow vocational 

routes at lower levels as there is currently no clear trajectory for their subsequent progression to 

higher levels of learning. 

This mixed methods study was carried out in two phases. The first phase analysed data from the 

English longitudinal Next Steps study to reveal the demographic factors that characterise young 

peoples’ (aged 16-18) educational pathways. In the second phase, semi-structured interviews 

were carried out with young people in an FE college in England who were studying one of four 

vocational subject areas to achieve a fuller understanding of their experiences of vocational 

education and how it can shape their future aspirations.   

The findings from Phase 1 showed that young people’s post-16 choice of educational pathway 

was differentiated by their gender and ethnicity as well as their parents’ highest achieved level of 

qualification (favouring ‘female’, ‘white’ and parents with ‘degrees’ rather than ‘GCSEs A-C’). The 

findings from Phase 2 revealed choice influencers including: parents, teachers, careers advisors, 

timing of decisions, work-related learning, and technology. Most importantly, it was found that 

these choice influencers could change young people’s dispositions towards education and work 

and what they believed was within their horizons for action. These findings have implications for 

educational practice and policy regarding the quality, depth and breadth of careers advice, work-

related learning, use of technology, and the complex pathways available to young people at post-

16. For example, the use of a transition tracker to enable an integrated approach towards 

preparing young people for their future-plans, embedded careers information to be provided in 

vocational subjects and continual professional development in post-16 pathways for teachers.    
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Chapter 1- Locating the study  

1.1 Introduction and justification of study 

The post-16 educational landscape has been subject to much reform, especially in the last decade 

where there has been a particular focus on the provision of vocational education in England (see 

Wolf Review, 2011; Richards Review 2012; Sainsbury Report, 2016). The objective of widening 

participation in education to enable a growing economy through increased productivity (see 

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2016) has led to many reforms. For example, the 

raising of the participation age (RPA) to 18 (Department for Education, 2012), increased spending 

on apprenticeships (Ryan and Lorinc, 2018) and more recently the recommendation to streamline 

the technical provision in England (Sainsbury, 2016). However, despite these reforms, 

opportunities and outcomes for young people are unequal and complex (Hoskins, 2017:2).  

This is particularly poignant for those young people aged 16-18 who follow vocational routes at 

lower levels as there is no clear trajectory for subsequent progression to higher levels of learning 

(Hupkau et al., 2017:43) and have been identified as leading to precarious school-to-work 

transitions (Cuconato and Walther, 2015:283). Yet, in 2017 there were 151,863 16-18 year olds 

studying level 2 vocational and technical qualifications in England which accounts for 24.8% 

(151,863/611,081*100) of the cohort (DfE, 2018). Therefore, approximately a quarter of 16-18 

year olds in England are completing qualifications that hold little labour market value (Wolf, 

2011). Thus, investigating this group of learners proves timely due to the prominence of post-16 

education in government policy specifically vocational education, and the low status of level 2 

qualifications.   

Furthermore, whilst there has been considerable research conducted on post-16 decision-making 

with some focus on post-16 level 2 learners (see Banks et al., 1992; Bates and Riseborough, 1993; 

Hodkinson et al., 1996; Ball et al., 2000; Shildrick and Macdonald, 2007; Brockmann, 2012, 

Kitagawa and Encinas; 2014; Atkins and Flint, 2015) there has been little research conducted on 

this sub group since the RPA. This change in the educational landscape impacts post-16 decision-
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making as the element of choice to stay in education or training has been removed, therefore 

further research into the characteristics of these post-16 level 2 learners and how they compare 

to those who follow a level 3 pathway is warranted.  

Furthermore, as the element of choice to stay in education and training has been removed, it is 

appropriate to consider how this group of learners now use sources of careers information, advice 

and guidance (CIAG) to make educational decisions and whether the influence of different groups 

of people has changed since the introduction of the RPA. Moreover, whilst the existing body of 

research has found that young people are aware of the public perception of the low labour 

market value of level 2 courses, little research has been conducted into why they do not share this 

perception and believe that they will attain the advantages in the labour market as promised by 

policymakers (Atkins and Flint, 2015:46). Likewise, what makes this study more pertinent is that 

the qualitative phase focuses on four broad vocational level 2 subject areas: Information 

Technology, Business, Health and Social Care and Engineering, nationally these courses were 

chosen by approximately one third (30.2%) of post-16 learners enrolled on level 2 courses (DfE, 

2018).  

Therefore, exploring themes that are relevant to this group of learners, will increase our 

understanding of young people’s school-to-work transitions in the current educational landscape. 

This increased understanding will empower practitioners and policy makers to facilitate more 

informed decision-making surrounding education and careers, thus leading to more successful 

outcomes.    
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1.2 Positionality of the researcher 

This section is written in the first person to highlight the personal reasons for pursuing a PhD 

focussed on young people (aged 16-18) who follow a post-16 level 2 course.  

My motivation to carry out this research stemmed from my own varied experiences of vocational 

education as a practitioner. With over 10 years of experience teaching across a selection of 

educational establishments in the post-16 sector, I have seen wide ranging approaches to 

vocational education in England.     

Starting my teaching career in an OFSTED rated ‘outstanding’ catholic girl’s school in the outskirts 

of London, was when I first became familiar with Vocational Education and Training (VET). Prior to 

which I had only known A Levels, as that was the pathway I had followed. As I gained experience 

and exposure to school policies and practices the lack of parity of esteem between academic and 

vocational courses was striking. Moreover, I found that student’s feelings echoed these 

inequalities and in turn these negative undertones were reinforced by the culture of the school.   

These experiences inspired me to undertake a post-graduate degree (Master in Special and 

Inclusive Education) at the Institute of Education. This course enabled me to research the 

academic-vocational divide at a macro level and subsequently I was able to carry out further 

research on a micro level. The outcome was a thesis which focused on the voice of vocational 

learners, titled ‘The invisible girls: An investigation into the views of young women within a high 

school setting of the relative merits of vocational and academic education’. Throughout my 

master’s level journey, I was also able to reflect on the impact of vocational education on myself, 

as a teacher,  

‘My subject was for students who couldn’t do the “academic”, I felt excluded in a school which 

preached community but practised elitism, which taught tolerance but experienced 

discrimination’         Moosavi 2010:6.  

As I moved on from my first job and gained more experience in a range of post-16 providers, I 

witnessed a variety of approaches to vocational education in England. Reflecting on these 
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experiences and coupled with the increased government focus on the vocational sector, I found 

myself ever more motivated to carry out further research in this field. Specifically focussing on 

young people who access post-16 education through a path less travelled.   

1.3 Structure of the thesis  

Chapter 2- Literature Review 

This chapter critically examines existing literature and past research which sets the current 

educational landscape in England. It identifies factors which influence post-16 choice and 

pathways such as: young people’s demographics, school-to-work transitions and sources of 

careers information advice and guidance. Moreover, it seeks to identify areas where there is a gap 

in research and how this can be addressed.   

Chapter 3 – Methodology 

In this chapter the features of the pragmatist paradigm and methods are explored and the 

reasons for choosing these are discussed. The quantitative section of the chapter (Section 3.5) 

introduces the Next Steps dataset and the study sample, including descriptive statistics that 

describe the study sample and the analytic approach. The qualitative section of the chapter 

(Section 3.6), introduces the qualitative data collection method, introduces the FE College where 

data collection took place, sets out the positionality of the researcher, the pilot study for the 

qualitative research, sampling methods and analysis of the data are also described.  

Chapter 4- Quantitative Results: Research Question 1  

The results from the analyses of the Next Steps dataset are presented in this chapter. They 

address research question 1 ‘How do the demographics of young people (aged 16-18) who follow 

a level 2 vocational pathway differ to those who follow a level 3 vocational pathway?’ and are 

organised presenting the descriptive analyses first (for n=869 post-16 level 2 learners; Section 

4.3), followed by a presentation of bivariate and multivariate logistic regression (for all n=7522 

participants; Section 4.4 and 4.5).  



 

21 
 

Chapter 5 – Qualitative Results: Research Question 2 

Research question two is the focus of this chapter, where the results from the semi structured 

group interviews are presented. The four main themes presented in this chapter are the learner, 

significant choice influencers, external factors and technology.  

Chapter 6- Qualitative Results: Research Question 3 

The purpose of this chapter was to explore the factors which contributed to young people’s 

notions of future work and careers. The group interviews identified four main themes which 

shaped the interviewed young people’s perceptions of their level 2 vocational course and how 

that informed their future-plans. These were, forms of support, work-related learning, attitudes 

to further education and future-plans.   

Chapter 7 - Discussion  

The findings from the three results chapters have been presented in this section. The strengths 

and limitations of the research as well as implications for practice, policy and future research are 

discussed. This chapter ends with a conclusion, summarising why the research was carried out 

and how the findings expand our knowledge in this field.  
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Chapter 2- Literature Review  

2.1 Introduction  

This chapter sets out to examine literature which sets the current educational landscape in 

England and identifies factors which influence post-16 choice and pathways such as young 

people’s demographics, school-to-work transitions and sources of careers information advice and 

guidance. Moreover, it seeks to identify areas where there is a gap in research and how this can 

be addressed.   

Decision-making at post-16 is a complex process. There are a multitude of factors relating to both 

structure and agency which influence young people’s decision-making process such as: socio-

economic status, ethnicity, educational institution, careers advice, government policy and the 

number of qualifications on offer.  For example, post-16 education in England provides young 

people with a lot of choice, characterised by a plethora of vocational qualifications (Dearing, 

1996; Higham and Yeomans, 2011; Hupkau et al., 2017). At level 3, for example, 16-18 year-olds in 

England can, in principle, undertake any of the 3,729 qualifications on offer (Hupkau et al., 

2017:44) and 4,143 qualifications at level 2 dependent on location (Learning and Skills Act, 2000).  

However, it has been argued that some vocational qualifications have never matched the labour 

market value of their academic qualifications, as it is the employers, not the governments, who 

decide (Roberts, 2009). For example, it is claimed that the National Vocational Qualifications 

(NVQ) levels 1 and 2 yields zero labour market benefits. Therefore, many students who have 

spent their compulsory schooling gaining such qualifications are then led on to other courses with 

equally worthless labour market value (see McIntosh, 2002; Wolf 2011). This is what Roberts 

(2009:361) coined the ‘underbelly of the UK’s upgraded occupational structure’ and has led to a 

large proportion of underachievers’ (Hupkau et al., 2017:42) with low levels of social mobility (e.g. 

Wolf, 2011; Bagaria et al., 2013). Furthermore, for those young people who are studying level 2 

qualifications at the age of 17, there is no clear trajectory for subsequent progression to higher 

levels of learning (Hupkau et al., 2017:43). This group of young people form approximately 30.2% 
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of the cohort in England (DfE, 2018). Therefore, further research into choice influencers will 

enable a better understanding of post-16 trajectories for young people who follow post-16 level 2 

vocational courses and are some of the most vulnerable young people in England. A better 

understanding of the factors which influence choice for this group of learners can support the 

government’s aim of increasing numbers of highly skilled and trained individuals to grow the 

economy and raise productivity to ensure prosperity and security for individuals (see DfBIS, 2016).  

Despite multiple government initiatives intended to raise standards, promote competitiveness 

and enhance economic strength in the global economy, vocational education in England is still 

widely perceived, both within and beyond government, as being of poor quality, low value (Keep, 

2005:547-548) and complex thus creating an academic-vocational divide. The complexities of 

vocational education in England is rooted in government policy. Attempted changes to the system 

have all sought to address the issues related to the perceived poor quality and lack of parity of 

esteem between the vocational and the academic (Atkins and Flint, 2015). However, these 

changes have led to the vocational sector becoming more complex and difficult to navigate, as the 

changes are rooted in courses and assessment rather than addressing structural and societal 

issues which have contributed to the inequalities (Atkins and Flint, 2015:37). This has led to a 

change in people’s perceptions of young people who pursue the two different pathways (ibid) 

Furthermore, government policy also assumes that young people follow ‘ladder-like’ trajectories 

(Hodkinson et al., 1996:132-133), which are rational and progressive during each stage of 

education. Thus, rejecting the theory of careership (Hodkinson, 1996) which maintains that an 

individual’s background, society and economic capability also impact decision-making (see Section 

2.3.1 for detailed discussion). Consequently, excluding those young people who have had 

transitions which may be fractured or precarious (Atkins, 2016). Therefore, not all young people 

will be able to manage their transitions effectively, especially those who are the most 

marginalised, as they do not have a clear understanding of the pathways they need to access their 

idealised careers.   
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2.2 The 14-19 educational landscape in England- setting the scene. 

Secondary education in England starts from the age of 11 through to 19. The 14-19 educational 

landscape is pertinent to this study, because age 14 is a transitional point for learners, as they 

have a wider choice of subjects that will lead to formal qualifications such as GCSEs. Moreover, at 

age 14 they start to develop an interest in the world of work and start to look at potential careers 

(Pring et al., 2009) which should start to inform their choice of pathways at post-16. Up until the 

age of 16, education in England can be described as homogenous in terms of the curriculum, 

however after this point there are many different possibilities available for the post-16 learner 

(see Table 1.1).  

Table 1.1- The education system in England (from Hupkau et al., 2017:44) 

 

Currently, in England tri-partite pathways still exists for post-16 learners. This triple-track system 

offers the academic A Level, vocational qualifications (such as BTEC or City and Guilds) and 

apprenticeships as routes into training and work. However, the vocational route is complex and 

incoherent, with confusing incentives for young people and employers (House of Lords, 2016:4) 

[see Table 1.2]; therefore, vocational pathways such as BTEC, City and Guilds and apprenticeships 

are placed in direct opposition to the academic route (Brockmann and Laurie, 2016). Furthermore, 
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Labour’s initiative to increase the participation of 18-30 year olds in higher education (HE) by 50%, 

promoted the study of A Levels as the main route into Higher Education. This has led to A Levels to 

being acknowledged as the ‘gold standard’ (Roberts, 2012), even though vocational qualifications 

also enable entry to HE. This academic-vocational divide has a long history and is rooted within 

education and social systems (Foskett and Lumby, 2005:61; Fisher and Simmons, 2012:38; 

Brockmann and Laurie, 2016:230). This is because academic qualifications were derived from 

university entrance exams; thus, giving these qualifications high status as they were the route for 

progression to HE. Therefore, vocational education became the route for those who had diverged 

from the academic ladder (Smithers, 2002:2).  

Table 1.2- Vocational qualifications available in England1 according to level of study.   

Level 1 
(equivalent to GCSE grades 3-

1) 

Level 2 
(equivalent to GCSE grades 9-

4) 

Level 3 
(equivalent to AS and A 

Level) 

Key Skills Level 1 Key Skills Level 2 Key Skills Level 3 

NVQ Level 1 NVQ Level 2 NVQ Level 3 

Skills for Life Level 1 Skills for Life Level 2 
BTEC award, certificate, 

diploma Level 3 

Foundation diploma Higher diploma Tech level 

BTEC award, certificate and 
diploma Level 1 

BTEC award, certificate, 
diploma Level 2 

Cambridge Technical Level 3 

Foundation Learning Level 1 Functional Skills Level 2 Advanced Apprenticeship 

Functional Skills Level 1 Essential Skills Level 2  

Essential Skills Level 1 Cambridge Technical Level 2  

Cambridge National Level 1 Intermediate Apprenticeship  

 

2.2.1 The academic-vocational divide 

Vocational education and training has been recognised by numerous governments as a valuable 

route to enable global competitiveness and prosperity for individuals. In the recent ‘Post-16 Skills 

Plan,’ for example, the government comment that the way forward is to develop a coherent 

technical education system to enable a growing economy and increased productivity (Department 

for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2016). However, bridging the academic-vocational divide is not 

just attributable to recent policies. Over the past five decades, governments have attempted to 

                                                           
1 Adapted from https://www.gov.uk/what-different-qualification-levels-mean/list-of-qualification-levels 
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bridge the academic-vocational divide to enable parity of esteem between qualifications and 

greater choice and flexibility for learners to enable a successful transition from school-to-work. 

The late 1970s marked the dawn of new vocationalism by Labour Prime Minister James Callaghan 

when he reiterated the need for a well-balanced education (see Cohen, 1984; Finn, 1984; 1985; 

Dale, 1985). Thus, leading to the introduction of a range of full time and part time vocational 

courses which were offered in schools and Further Education (FE) colleges. These new courses 

were introduced against a back drop of low participation in post-16 education, as most young 

people left education to enter employment (Ball et al., 2000). 

 However, the collapse of the manufacturing industry led to a steep rise in mass youth 

unemployment which triggered a major government intervention in vocational education 

(Brockmann, 2012:15). Various initiatives, schemes and programmes, such as Youth Opportunities 

Programme (YOP), Youth Training Scheme (YTS), Certificate in Pre-Vocational Education (CPVE) 

and Technical and Vocational Education Initiative (TVEI), were introduced in succession in the late 

1970s, and throughout the 1980s. These initiatives were designed to improve employability 

amongst young people and deal with the issues surrounding youth employability. However, these 

schemes were highly criticised as rates of unemployment remained high and the initiatives were 

restrictive and divisive (McCullough, 1987:32).  

Moreover, the subsequent Tory government’s attempt to remedy the situation (for the economy 

to grow and businesses to compete effectively with overseas competitors), were further criticised 

as they had failed to create coherent provision of post-16 education (Dearing, 1996; Halsall and 

Cockett, 1996). Thus, further widening the academic-vocational divide and embedding the notion 

that vocational courses in England are of poor quality and low value both within and beyond 

government (see Keep, 2005; Atkins and Flint, 2015).  

Nevertheless, within the myriad of vocational initiatives and qualifications that did not survive in 

their original form, subsequent successful initiatives, such as General National Vocational 

Qualifications (GNVQ), Business and Technical Certificate (BTEC) and National Vocational 
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Qualifications (NVQ), had their origins in the new vocationalism of the 1980s and 1990s (Atkins, 

2009:17). Currently in England, there are a few vocational courses delivered in schools and 

colleges, which are held in higher esteem than other vocational courses (such as Edexcel BTEC, 

City and Guilds and OCR Nationals) because they attract UCAS points and offer a route into HE. 

However, for those young people on lower vocational courses, with less obvious benefits such a 

route to HE, the stigma that vocational qualifications are worth less than their academic 

equivalents still exist and therefore, merits further research into how this shapes their future 

trajectories.   

Following in the steps of previous governments, the New Labour government of the 1990s 

reformed the 14-19 sector to put an end to educational disengagement, high unemployment and 

as a measure to diminish the academic-vocational divide. Prior to, and following their election in 

1997, it was evident through speeches and documents published that they considered the 

education system was in part to blame for the poor economic progress experienced in England 

(for example, White Paper: Excellence in Schools, 1997). Therefore, by creating a more coherent 

14-19 phase and developing a single framework for 14-19 qualifications, it was hoped to lead to a 

more prosperous England. Moreover, New Labour introduced market led policies and practices, 

such as the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA), for students from low income families to 

stay in education past the legally required age of 16. Other reforms included the establishment of 

the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA), to bring academic and vocational qualifications 

under one umbrella and the Learning and Skills Council, whose purpose was to match learning 

with employment needs. The notion was that if students had vocational qualifications, which 

served the labour market, then it would enable them to secure good jobs thus raising the profile 

and status of vocational qualifications. This new and unified organisation was to encourage post-

16 learning and to ensure that adults left education with at least a level 2 qualification.  

However, by setting a minimum achievement level it devalued level 1 qualifications and was 

demotivating for learners for whom it was a significant achievement to accomplish a level 1 

qualification (Atkins, 2009:20). Furthermore, this feeling of failure amongst young people could 
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remain with them and lead to them either entering low paid work or leaving education and being 

part of the Not in Employment, Education or Training (NEET) group (ibid). Despite this view, in 

2017 nearly a quarter of young people (16-18) undertook low levels of vocational and technical 

qualifications in England (DfE, 2018). Therefore, it is pertinent to see what other factors currently 

shape choice at post-16, as this outcome undermines the government objective of developing 

courses to end educational disengagement, match demand from the labour market and bridge 

the academic-vocational divide. 

A further attempt at bridging the academic-vocational divide was New Labour’s review of the 14-

19 sector. One of the main problems identified was the complex web of academic and vocational 

qualifications and the lack of transparency (Tomlinson, 2004). It was recommended to streamline 

national qualifications by introducing a more unified Diploma which was to replace GCSEs, A 

Levels and vocational qualifications; the new single modular diploma would cover four levels, 

bringing academic and vocational qualifications together. However, the New Labour government 

took a highly controlled approach to policy making and only took part of the recommendation 

forward. They introduced a new vocational qualification (The Diploma) to the already complex 

array of qualifications (see 14–19 Education and Skills White Paper, 2004) whilst keeping the 

existing GCSE and A-Level exams. By introducing the Diploma as an additional vocational 

qualification and not making any changes to academic A Levels, it sent out a message that A 

Levels were not in need of reform and served their purpose. Whereas vocational courses needed 

to be transformed and made more rigorous to be of value to the labour market. This move further 

deepened the academic-vocational divide and added to the already complex myriad of vocational 

qualifications, thus making decision-making at post-16 more challenging (Pring, 2009). In 

particular, for those young people who lacked the dispositions and cultural capital to synthesise 

the impact of course choice on future prospects.  

A contributing factor to the New Labour government’s highly controlled approach to educational 

policy-making was a lack of ‘settled will’ in England as to how to transform the 14-19 sector (Pring 
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et al., 2009:189). This position has continued to shape government policy, as the 14-19 landscape 

has been subjected to more significant reform and restructuring with a specific focus on 

vocational qualifications. For example, the national curriculum, General Certificate of Education 

(GCSEs) and A Levels in England were reformed in 2015 to be more demanding and rigorous to 

increase the integrity of the exam system (Acquah and Malpass, 2015). However, this reform only 

aids in making the academic pathway more credible in the eyes of key stakeholders (such as 

students, parents and employers) and will further devalue vocational qualifications, increasing the 

academic-vocational divide.  

The vocational sector has also seen several reforms in the last decade for example, The Wolf 

Review (2011). One of the recommendations from this review was reducing the number of 

vocational qualifications included in school league tables. This was because it was deemed that 

many post-16 vocational qualifications were poorly designed and had little labour market value 

(Wolf, 2011), moreover it would help to make pathways much clearer. However, despite many 

qualifications and pathways not being included in school league tables, they still exist in the 

educational landscape (see Table 1.2 and Qualifications approved for learning for 16-18 year olds 

are listed under Section 96 of the Learning and Skills Act 2000). Therefore, they are offered in 

many Further Education colleges where provision for post-16 students is highest. Thus, despite 

efforts to simplify the sector, decision-making still remains problematic for young people aged 16-

18 due to the array of qualifications available.  However, recommendations made by the 

Sainsbury report (2016) which the government have accepted in full (see Department of Business, 

Innovation and Skills, 2016) includes a simplification of the qualifications system at levels 2 and 3 

so that there is only one technical level qualification approved for each occupation or cluster of 

occupations. This will indeed help young people make better informed choices regarding their 

educational trajectory and is likely to lead to a more successful transition to the world of work. 
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2.2.2 Apprenticeships  

A key contributing qualification to the English vocational system are apprenticeships which enable 

young people to learn and earn at the same time. However, the government’s policy of 

apprenticeships has repeatedly come under attack (Brockmann and Laurie, 2016:229). Successive 

governments have attempted to use apprenticeships to address a number of issues faced by 

society. For example, to gather low achievers through low entry points (level 2); whilst at the 

same time deliver advanced skills at Level 3 and above (ibid). Thus, further increasing the 

academic-vocational divide despite aiming to achieve parity of esteem by promoting 

apprenticeships. Brockmann and Laurie (2016) maintain that underpinning the academic and 

vocational divide is the assumption that vocational learners are non-academic and disaffected 

individuals in respect to classroom learning. Thus, vocational learners can only be engaged 

through learning by doing. This notion of vocational learners being ‘non-academic’ undermines 

the nature of vocational education and implies that the vocational route is easy, thus endorsing 

the low status of vocational education (ibid). However, a significant proportion (30.2%) of young 

people in England choose to follow a level 2 vocational route at post-16 (DfE, 2018). Therefore, it 

is noteworthy to explore their perceptions of vocational qualifications and how their experiences 

shape their future-plans. 

A government concern regarding the 14-19 sector was the lack of apprenticeship places, despite 

the long history they have had in England (Brockmann et al., 2010). Therefore, apprenticeships 

have been subjected to much reform since the 1990s (Hogarth et al., 2011). For example, in 1994 

Modern Apprenticeships (MA) were established to provide specific vocational education and 

training (later rebranded as ‘Apprenticeships’) leading to awards at Level 3 within the NVQ 

framework. They were later extended to lead to Level 2 awards, which is now the standard for 

most programmes (ibid). However, Fuller (2004) argues that apprenticeships in England are 

characterised by low status, poor standards and a variable quality of provision and therefore this 

perception has led to it being a route for the low attaining students. Furthermore, the 
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apprenticeship programme has failed to produce a high quality intermediate skills base (Fuller and 

Unwin, 2003). Indeed, with the increased policy focus this is now changing, for example, the 

introduction of Higher Apprenticeships is equivalent to degree and masters level.  

Nevertheless, one of the reasons for the low status of apprenticeships could have been attributed 

to the successive government legislation bought in to enhance the quantity of provision. Whilst 

the aim was to increase participation, it has led to the dilution of the original framework 

(Brockmann et al., 2010). Moreover, this has led to a growth in Apprenticeships at the lower 

levels whilst a decline of uptake of the Advanced Apprenticeships (ibid). However, increasing the 

quantity of provision without ensuring that they have some labour market value or that there is a 

clear route for progression, can lead to these qualifications sharing the same low-quality status 

that other vocational qualifications in the sector share. Therefore, for young people who have 

completed these courses there is a likelihood that they will not be able to transition into well paid 

work and or to achieve career progression.  

More recent changes to apprenticeships aimed to make them more rigorous and consistent with 

employer’s needs (DfBIS, 2015) are rooted in the Richard Review (2012). This review 

recommended that more control be passed to employers, in the form of funding and designing 

the curriculum and assessment (Laczik and Mayhew, 2015). Despite the changes to improve the 

quality of all apprenticeships and therefore the perception of them, there remains fierce 

competition for high quality apprenticeships, such as those offered by companies like Rolls Royce, 

which have been allocated to the high achievers; and not the middle attainers (Wolf, 2011). 

Therefore, the majority of young people will not be able to attain the financial returns this route 

can offer (House of Lords, 2016:44). Furthermore, despite government efforts through policies 

and reforms, only 6% of 16-19 years olds started an apprenticeship in 2014/2015, compared to 

35% of 18 year-olds who applied for university (DfE, 2015:45). However, following the election in 

2015, the Conservative government committed to three million apprenticeship starts in England 

by 2020 (Ryan and Lorinc, 2018) in addition to accepting the recommendations from the 



 

33 
 

Sainsbury report (2016) in full, which should help to increase the number of young people who 

are able to follow the technical route. Furthermore, changes in the labour market such as large 

successful companies dropping a degree as an essential requirement of graduate level jobs may 

make these routes more attractive to young people.  

However, whether these changes are successful in enabling better transitions for 16-18 year-olds 

and bridging the academic-vocational divide is questionable as concerns about the sector still 

remain, particularly around the age of apprentices and minimum legal duration. For example, in 

England, the largest growth of apprentices has been for those 25 years and over whilst 

apprenticeships are targeted at young people aged 16-18 (Hupkau and Ventura 2017); 

furthermore, the minimum legal duration of apprenticeships in England is 12 months whereas in 

other countries it is two years (Unwin, 2017; Ryan and Lorinc, 2018). These criticisms of the 

apprenticeship system in England highlight the differences in quality of training English 

apprentices receive in comparison to other countries and how this may influence future-plans.  

2.2.3 The current Post-16 educational landscape in England. 

Following the Wolf Review (2011) the Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector underwent 

major reorganisation under the Coalition government (2010-2015; see Department for Business, 

Innovation and Skills, 2014). In addition to some vocational qualifications being removed from 

school league tables (Wolf, 2011) and the reforms of apprenticeships, new ‘elite’ centres for 

vocational education, known as University Technical Colleges (UTC) were introduced. This was a 

further attempt to achieve greater parity of esteem between the vocational and academic and to 

achieve greater global competitiveness. However, these institutions targeted academically able 

students (aged 14-19) as they were aligned to universities or multi-national businesses, therefore, 

little has been done to address the needs of the lower attaining young people who are not 

considered equipped for this type of education. Thus, despite the Coalition government’s (2010-

2015) commitment to raise the status of vocational education and training (Department for 
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Business, Innovation and Skills [DfBIS], 2012:6), their promises are consistent with the failed 

initiatives of their predecessors (Atkins and Flint, 2015:36).  

Therefore, whilst it can be argued that some of these measures have led to higher staying on 

rates (Laczik and Mayhew, 2015), especially since the introduction of the Raising the Participation 

Age (RPA) policy, there is still concern about a considerable tail of young people leaving the 

system with inadequate qualifications to enable a successful transition from school-to-work. This 

therefore impacts young people’s prospects in the labour market as they are leaving without the 

required skills needed to secure long-term jobs with career progression, as the lower 

qualifications have been identified as leading to uncertain school-to-work transitions (Cuconato 

and Walther, 2015:283). Moreover, it has not been evidenced whether the introduction of the 

RPA has led to more successful transitions, since young people still have the opportunity to study 

these lower level qualifications.  

In addition to these reforms, there are added pressures facing young people aged between 16-18 

years who would like to pursue further education. These are, the uncertainty of the labour market 

due to the continued repercussions of the recession and Brexit, the impact of technology on 

lower paid and manual work and meeting the associated costs of further education. Furthermore, 

since the removal of the Educational Maintenance Allowance (EMA) for young people from low 

income families, has impacted some young people’s opportunities to participate in further 

education (Chowdry et al., 2008; McCrone et al., 2010).  These reforms coupled with the 

uncertainty of the labour market will contribute little to the successful transition of 16-18 year-

olds who study low-level vocational qualifications, as the labour market is hierarchical in structure 

and these qualifications are commonly related to limited job roles as opposed to comprehensive 

career opportunities (Fuller and Unwin, 2013; Raffe, 2015; Brockmann and Laurie, 2016). 

Therefore, until reforms are based around qualifications rather than a holistic approach bridging 

the academic and vocational sectors (Huddleston and Laczik, 2015) this issue is likely to remain, as 

not all young people will be equally positioned to access higher education or employment 
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opportunities, particularly non-traditional students (Hoskins, 2017:2). However, the 

implementation of the recommendations from the Sainsbury (2016) report, intending to make the 

vocational sector more streamlined and easier to navigate, indicates a move in the right direction 

for more successful transitions from school-to-work for young people aged 16-18.  

2.2.4 Demographic differences in the post-16 educational landscape in England  

This section explores the demographic factors influencing young people’s post-16 educational 

decision-making. It draws on previous empirical research to provide an understanding of how 

these factors contribute to post-16 decision-making. Demographic factors such as class 

hierarchies, ethnicity and gendered occupations are deeply embedded in education and the world 

of work in England (Thompson, 2009; Atkins et al., 2011; Strand 2014).   This is particularly 

pronounced in the vocational context as the vocational route is often considered as inferior to the 

academic one (Brockmann and Laurie, 2016). Therefore, vocational education is 

disproportionately accessed by those young people from lower socio-economic groups as they 

may be excluded from academic education and from areas of multiple disadvantage (Lewis, 1994; 

Colley et al., 2003; Pring et al., 2009; Crawford et al., 2011; Chankseliani, 2016). Moreover, social 

inequality in England is growing, therefore there needs to be more focus on class-based analysis 

despite claims that class is no longer relevant to the analysis of schooling (Reay, 2006). Moreover, 

whilst Avis (2006) recognises that class-based educational research from the 1980s has been 

superseded by theories of individualisation, she calls for more research on social inequality, 

including factors such as race and gender and social class, specifically as inequalities in 

educational achievement in England is closely linked to socio economic status (SES), ethnicity and 

gender (Strand, 2014; Strand, Malmberg and Hall, 2015).   
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Social class  

Social class is a contested concept (Bornstein and Bradley, 2003; Giddens and Sutton, 2017) and 

there exist many ways to operationalize it (Giddens and Sutton, 2017:490). For example, socio-

economic class (SEC), socio-economic status (SES) or socio-economic disadvantage (SED). Social 

class can be assessed by a combination of different factors (White, 1982) such as, occupation, 

income and education (White, 1982; Sirin, 2005; Giddens and Sutton, 2017).  To maintain the 

accuracy of findings from previous studies, the researcher uses the term operationalised by the 

authors, therefore SEC and SES are used interchangeably in this section.  

A prominent and widely documented feature of educational research is the strong link between 

SES and educational attainment. This has been established in studies which have taken place in 

England (Douglas, 1964; Bynner and Joshi 2002) as well as across industrialised countries (e.g. 

White 1982; Patterson, 1991; Sirin, 2005; OECD, 2011). Focusing specifically on the participation 

of 16-17 year olds in education, Thompson (2009) found that education and training declines 

significantly with social class position. Therefore, vocational education in England is largely 

accessed by young people from lower socio-economic groups (Colley et al., 2003:479; Macrae, 

Maguire, & Ball, 1997:92). Moreover, analysis of longitudinal studies such as the Youth Cohort 

Survey (YCS) which monitored the behaviour and decisions of young people (aged 16 years 

onwards) as they made the transition from compulsory education to further or higher education, 

or the labour market, found that social class differences in attainment are larger than ethnic 

differences, which in turn are larger than gender differences (Demack et al., 2000; Gilborn and 

Mirza, 2000).  A more recent study by Strand (2011) found that the social class gap in 

achievement at age 14 in England was six times larger than the gender gap and three times larger 

than the ethnic gap. Therefore, there is merit in further researching whether social class impacts 

choice at post-16 for those following a level 2 pathway in the same way.  

However, there is considerable overlap between ethnicity and low SES in England (Strand, 2014), 

therefore it would be misleading to consider these factors in isolation. Whilst some qualitative 
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research has considered the intersection between SES, ethnicity and gender such as the study on 

multiple identities by Archer and Francis (2007); rarely has quantitative educational research 

focused on measuring the interactions between these three factors (Strand, 2014). Moreover, 

these studies were conducted before the introduction of the Raising of the Participation Rate 

(RPA) to 18 years old, therefore further research into how these factors influence decision-making 

at post-16 specifically in this newly established educational landscape would be valuable in better 

understanding post-16 transitions.  

Moreover, a meta-analytic review of American literature and research on the impact socio-

economic status on academic achievement, found that family background variables such as, 

parental education, income and occupation were less predictive for minorities. Therefore, SES 

was a stronger of academic achievement for White students than their BME peers (Sirin, 

2005:441). For example, further studies suggested that neighbourhood SES may have more 

impact than family SES for young people from African American communities (Gonzales et al., 

1996). Moreover, Sirin (2005:442) maintains that social and policy changes such as, increased 

access to television, the internet and books may have reduced the SES impact on academic 

achievement. Further quantitative and qualitative research will enable an exploration of whether 

these findings reflect society in England and the extent to which these factors impact academic 

achievement.    

In England post-16 vocational education is commonly pursued in Further Education (FE) colleges. 

These institutions in England have become conceptualised as educational establishments for the 

working-class (Thompson, 2009:30). This means FE colleges are historically concerned with low-

status vocational or remedial courses (Raggatt and Williams, 1999; Hyland, 2002). Coley et al. 

(2003) point to the possibility that FE colleges may therefore lead to the reproduction of social 

inequalities of class and gender. Therefore, an analysis of class and gender in vocational learning 

in the context of FE colleges is essential to better understand the interplay of these factors on 

choice and the future goals of young people. In particular, for young people (aged 16-18) who are 

making these decisions within an educational landscape that is in a constant state of flux.  
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Whilst, Thompson (2009) attempted to address this gap in the research, through an analysis of 

the data available in the Youth Cohort Survey (YCS). He found that when previous educational 

attainment was considered, the class composition of FE is constructed as much from middle-class 

failure as from working-class disadvantage for those young people in full time education 

(Thompson, 2009:31). Moreover, working-class 16–17 year olds in full-time education with five or 

more GCSE passes at grades A*–C were twice as likely to attend an FE college as those from the 

highest social class with the same range of qualifications. At the same time, 16–17 year olds from 

higher social classes with fewer than five A*–C grades were more likely to be in FE colleges than 

similar working-class students (ibid). Two reasons have been presented for the increase of middle-

class young people in FE. First, that middle-class young people’s general participation rate in post-

compulsory education is high and second, that the middle class itself is now much larger than in 

the mid-twentieth century (Thompson, 2009).  

However, there is also a third reason, whilst FE may have been conceptualised as an institution 

that provides low level vocational courses, in fact it provides a range of courses, from low level 

vocational courses through to Higher Education (HE). Therefore, low-attaining middle-class 

learners may be using FE colleges as a stepping stone to navigate their way to better destinations. 

Thus, the gap in the research that needs to be addressed is the class composition on low-level 

vocational courses, where nearly a quarter of young people are enrolled on in England (DfE, 2018) 

and for which it has been claimed that there is no clear trajectory for subsequent progression to 

higher levels of learning (Hupkau et al., 2017:43). The interaction between SES, ethnicity and 

gender for this group of people and how they compare to those who follow higher levels of 

learning will enable a better understanding of how these demographic factors influence choice 

and shape life trajectories.  
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Ethnicity  

Considering the impact of ethnicity on post-16 decision-making is essential as it forms part of 

young people’s dispositions and therefore influences transitions. Previous literature on ethnicity 

and educational outcomes has mainly focused on schooling and HE rather than VET and FE, where 

this topic has largely been neglected (Avis et al., 2017:292-293. This is despite Black and Minority 

Ethnic (BME) students comprising a large proportion of VET and FE students (ibid). However, 

ethnicity and its impact on educational choice in isolation to class and gender limits our 

understanding of young people’s educational trajectories as it is the interrelationship between 

ethnicity, SEC and gender which impact educational attainment (Atkins et al., 2011:133). For 

example, White-British working-class students have been identified as a group of concern due to 

low examination attainment at age 16 (ibid), this is true of white-British working-class boys and 

girls, who are the lowest achieving group of girls and to low SES Black Caribbean boys.  

However, Atkins et al., (2011:162) also identify that the interaction between ethnicity and gender 

is also important as Black Caribbean boys underachieve, but not Black Caribbean girls in relation 

their White British peers. Some of the prominent factors that could account for higher attainment 

of most ethnic minority groups from low SES backgrounds and the difference in attainment of 

Black Caribbean girls in comparison to boys are: parental and student educational aspirations to 

continue in FTE post-16, homework, truancy and exclusion (Strand and Winston, 2008). For 

example, aspirations to continue in FTE education after 16 was 95% (and above) across the SES 

spectrum for all other minority groups, including Black Caribbean girls (ibid).  However, 

aspirations to continue in FTE education after 16 was much lower levels for White British working-

class boys (60%), Black Caribbean working-class boys (72%) and White working-class girls (75%; 

ibid). Thus, further highlighting the complex nature of educational attainment and the impact of 

various demographic factors on decision-making at post-16.  

Whilst the interplay of demographic factors impacts educational attainment, there are other 

prominent factors which could account for achievement gaps between young people in post-16 
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education in contemporary England. For example, studies have found that there is greater 

resilience amongst low SES minority ethnic groups due to the importance of aspirational cultures 

such as those among Asian and Black African groups (Cheng and Starks 2002; Kao and Thompson 

2003; Strand and Winston 2008; Strand 2011). Contrastingly, other studies focusing on White 

working-class young people have found that factors such as: low student and parent educational 

aspirations, feelings of marginalisation, a lack of community and school engagement, lack of 

targeted support to break the poverty cycle (Demie and Lewis 2011:254) and inter-generational 

poverty and its effects on aspirations in deprived communities (DCSF 2008) also impact 

educational attainment.  

The more recent study conducted by Avis et al. (2017:300-302) drew on data from statistical 

reports from government agencies and the Longitudinal Survey of Young People (LSYPE) and 

found that 39% of black African and 36% of black Caribbean young people were in FE compared 

with 21% of White students. Figures for Asian youth were more mixed: with 33% Pakistani, 25% 

Bangladeshi and 19% of Indian origin. Whilst historically post-16 BME students have been more 

likely to attend FE colleges, Avis et al. (2017) maintain that this pattern is changing, since BME 

groups have increased patterns of entry to HE. Whilst this could be due to policies designed to 

widen participation in HE (see Dearing, 1996), overall studies focusing on the impact of ethnicity 

on educational attainment have also highlighted the impact of cultures amongst minority ethnic 

groups. For example, Asian communities and some immigrant groups are considered as having 

aspirational cultures (Modood 2003; Archer and Francis 2007; Pearce and Lin 2007). Immigrant 

groups in particular have been found to view education as a way out of poverty due to a lack of 

financial capital, this has been coined as the ‘immigrant paradigm’ by Kao and Thompson (2003).  

Therefore, whilst historical data and previous research has pointed to the fact that young people 

from BME backgrounds have been more likely to participate in vocational courses in FE colleges, 

more recent findings (Avis et al., 2017) maintain that there has been a shift in patterns of 

participation. For example, young people from Black ethnicities are now more likely to attend 

academic sixth forms and HE than their white counterparts (ibid). Therefore, considering how 
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ethnicity impacts post-16 decision-making in current times is pertinent to the understanding how 

young people (aged 16-18) transition from education to work.    

Gender 

Vocational education in England is not only closely associated with social class, but also with 

gender identity, as many vocational programmes are heavily gendered. For example, Childcare 

courses are exclusively female and Engineering wholly male orientated (Colley et al., 2003). Whilst 

Ainley (1993) argued that the expansion of the service industry and retrenchment of 

manufacturing industries was eroding gender boundaries, subsequent research refutes this, as it 

has been found that young people were choosing occupations within traditional gender 

stereotypical roles despite changes in the labour market (Bates, 1993, Hodkinson et al., 1996, 

Skeggs, 1997, Fuller and Unwin, 2003, Colley et al., 2003). Moreover, Hodkinson (1996) 

maintained that schematic views of types of jobs are developed within the boundaries of class 

and gender dispositions. Therefore, those young people who have gender stereotypes in 

traditional class-based terms will not consider occupations they view inappropriate to their 

gender (Atkins et al., 2011) thus, constraining choice.  These findings further highlight that social 

class coupled with gender identity is an influencing factor in course and career decision-making. 

Therefore, additional research focussing on the factors which influence young people’s 

dispositions surrounding gender identity and course choice will enable schools and colleges to 

allocate resources appropriately to facilitate better school-to-work transitions.  

Likewise, the perception that young women have fewer opportunities than young men is a 

common finding in research surrounding gender and vocational education (Atkins et al., 2011). 

This is particularly pertinent for young women, as occupations traditionally regarded as women’s 

work such as nursing, child care and cleaning are associated amongst the lowest levels of pay in 

England. Moreover, gendered subject choices have implications for future careers and salary 

levels (Hayton, 1999). Therefore, rigid gender divisions amongst vocational education in England 

still remain, despite measures to address these issues (Colley et al., 2003). However, studies by 
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Ball et al. (2000) and Atkins (2008) found that issues surrounding subject choice and occupations 

was complex. It was found that both young men and women were constrained by ‘local cultural 

and gendered practices and beliefs’ (ibid). For example, they found that young white working-

class men placed little value on education and had very narrow gendered views of work suitable 

for them. Therefore, young people’s perceptions of occupations are influenced by factors outside 

of their control.  

2.3 Educational decision-making  

Educational decision-making is a complex process due to the many factors which influence choice 

such as: policy, family, school, peer pressure and information advice and guidance. A significant 

amount of research has been conducted into the factors which influence the decision-making 

process of post-16 learners moving into Higher Education (HE) or non-participation (Patterson & 

Raffe, 1995; Foskett & Hesketh, 1997; Ball and Vincent, 2001; Heath et al., 2008). However, there 

is scope for further research to be conducted around transitions and the way lower levels of 

vocational education articulate with the labour market (see Atkins, 2016).  

Young people’s transitions are shaped by the interrelation between structural and biographical 

factors (Cuconato and Walther 2015:284). Transitions are continuously moulded through young 

people’s experiences, knowledge and cultures of the people involved in the decision-making 

process (see Bates et al., 1984). These transitions are complex from a sociological and 

experimental point of view (Aldous et al., 2014:187); therefore, they need to be examined in the 

current educational landscape to better understand how young people can be supported in their 

post-16 decision-making. 

2.3.1 School-to-work transitions  

A successful transition from school-to-work is vital in ensuring that young people do not become 

trapped in a lifetime of poverty, therefore it is essential that the transition is made through a high 

quality and valued educational pathway. However, school-to-work transitions have changed over 

decades due to the complexity of factors that shape it and young people are having to navigate 
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their way through a complex and technologically innovative world (O’Connor, 2014:372). The 

complexity of school-to-work transitions means that transitions are no longer a mass, 

straightforward and ‘single step’ process; but rather a complex, fragmented and individualised 

process, dependent on the navigational and negotiating abilities of young people (Cartmel et al., 

2002; Furlong and Cartmel, 1997).  

Likewise, the determinants of opportunity structures, such as families, education and 

employment (see Roberts, 2009) have changed. Transitioning from education to work is more 

complex than it appeared to be in the golden age of the 1950s and 1960s when transitioning into 

the world of work was implied to be a ‘linear’ and ‘smooth’ process (Goodwin and O’Connor, 

2009:7). For example, young people would transition from school-to-work with no major breaks, 

divergences or reversals (Furlong et al., 2003:8). Additionally, the buoyancy of the labour market 

in the early 1960s enabled young people to make a direct, single step transition from school-to-

work (Goodwin and O’Connor, 2005:214). Coles (1995) refers to this as three inter related 

transitions; young people would go from school-to-work, family of origin to family of destination 

(i.e. setting up their own family), and childhood home to independent living.  Though it has been 

suggested that the a ‘golden age’ never existed (Roberts, 2009; Goodwin and O’Connor, 2005, 

2009; Vickerstaff, 2003) as findings from Goodwin and O’Connor’s (2005:211) study revealed that 

young people in the 1960s did perceive the risks and uncertainties of life beyond the school 

playground and there was considerable ‘job hopping’ by some (Roberts, 2009).  

Although, these transitionary stages were found to be accurate for working class youth (Furlong 

and Cartmel, 1997; Jones, 1995) due to the need to become financially independent more quickly 

than their middle-class peers (Pilcher, 1995). However, the educational landscape and labour 

market in which young people are operating within has changed significantly since this work was 

carried out. The introduction of the RPA, increased governmental focus on apprenticeships, cost 

implications of HE and recent changes in the labour market due to the repercussions of the 

recession and increased use of technology, all have the potential to impact young people’s 

transitions and merits further research.   



 

44 
 

The changes in the last few decades have seen a de-standardisation of life courses, and 

unpredictable and non-linear transitions (Brockmann, 2012). This de-standardisation has been 

due to labour market restructuring, the rise of youth unemployment, changes in social welfare 

legislation, the increased numbers of young people staying on in education due to family 

pressures and a lack of employment opportunities (Goodwin and O’Connor, 2005:214). This new 

perspective on school-to-work transitions was acknowledged during the 1990s, when researchers 

in Germany, UK, America and Australia observed that young people were not rushing into long-

term careers. They were in fact delaying any commitment to a career and were comfortable with 

the lack of stable employment (Du Bois Reymond 1998; Du Bois Reymond et al. 2001; Arnett 

2004; Wyn & Dwyer 1999; Wyn & White 1997; Wyn & Woodman 2006). By contrast to the 1950 

and 1960s when western countries followed the ‘Fordist economic model’ and education was 

functional and met the needs of the labour market (Cuconato and Walther 2015:286). Thus in 

today’s context, young people increasingly have to cope with ‘discontinuities’ in their education 

and work careers (see Heinz and Kruger, 2001), they accept the features of the world they live in 

(as did young people in the 1950s and 1960s) and the uncertainty that exists in not being able to 

embark on a lifelong career at the age of 16 or 18 (Bradley and Devadason, 2008).  

However, despite these non-linear transitions educational policy has been shaped around ‘ladder 

like’ trajectories (Hodkinson, 1996:132-3), which has been further compounded by the 

introduction of the RPA and thus conflicting with the reality that young people face in school-to-

work transitions. For example, since the onset of the global economic recession in 2007 there has 

been a period of intense uncertainty for young people (Dorling, 2014) with the Office for National 

Statistics recording the youth jobless rate at 12.5% in 2017. This external factor is likely to 

influence the decision-making and transitions of young people (aged 16-18) and therefore merits 

further research into the impact of these factors on young people’s transitions post-16 and how 

they may have changed. 

Whilst educational policy influences and shapes youth choice, it is not the only influential factor in 

school-to-work transitions. The theory of ‘careership’ (Hodkinson, 1996) based on Bourdieu’s 
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concepts of field, capital and habitus presents the notion that an individual’s background, society 

and economic capital also impact decision-making as young people are shaped by their 

experiences and therefore will make decisions in line with those (see Section 2.3.2).   These 

determinants can be classed as push or pull factors according to opportunity structures and 

therefore create ‘distinct career routes which governs people’s progress’ (Roberts, 2009:355). 

Thus, it is pertinent to further explore how these other factors influence the educational decision-

making of young people (16-18 years) in the current landscape.  

2.3.2 Conceptualisations of school-to-work transitions  

Bourdieu’s conceptual toolbox of habitus, capital and field has been widely used in educational 

research to analyse educational decision-making and school-to-work transitions (see Hodkinson et 

al., 1996; Brockmann, 2012; Atkins, 2016; Hoskins, 2017). These conceptual tools have been used 

to examine how structural factors enable and constrain choice in education. Structuralism is an 

approach which states that different elements of ‘human culture’ have to be understood within 

their relationship to an overarching system in order to understand why and how humans act. For 

example, in the 1970s and 1980s, educationalist and sociologists took the structuralist view 

towards post-16 educational decision-making as it was a reflection of the UK’s educational and 

labour market (Payne, 2003). There were many external factors influencing decision-making such 

as, a shrinking youth labour market, a decline in traditional apprentice training and high 

unemployment leading to many young people leaving education at the minimum age of 16, thus 

shaping choice. Therefore, according to Li (2013) Bourdieu’s work encourages an understanding 

of the central role the educational system plays in maintaining and reproducing social inequality 

(Li, 2013:832) and thus the impact it has on educational decision-making.  

Bourdieu’s conceptual tools are based on three interrelated concepts of habitus, cultural capital 

and field. It is the interaction of these concepts which leads to the understanding of practice. 

Practice can be described as a structured social space, where the interaction of social beings 

makes and transform the world in which they live. Modern society can be categorized into fields 
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such as education, politics and law. Habitus and cultural capital are only two aspects of Bourdieu’s 

conceptual tool box, it is the interaction of habitus, cultural capital and field that leads to practice 

(Bourdieu, 1990). To better understand the social world, it can be divided into ‘fields’ of practice 

such as: education, law, medicine etc. Bourdieu (1984:101) formulates practice as:  

 [(habitus) (capital)] + field = practice  

This formula emphasises the interrelated relationship between the three conceptual tools, 

habitus, capital and field and implies that it is the combined effort of all three of these factors that 

leads to practice (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). In this section, habitus, cultural capital and field 

will be discussed in relation to school-to-work transitions.   

Habitus  

Habitus is described as a set of attitudes and values that a person possesses, which is transmitted 

in the home. It is largely seen as a battery of dispositions that works at a semi-conscious and 

intuitive level. Habitus is therefore ‘an acquired system of generative schemes objectively 

adjusted to the particular conditions in which it is constituted’ (Bourdieu, 1997:95). Bourdieu 

refers to having a ‘feel for the game’ to portray what is meant by habitus. For example, a young 

person from a violent neighbourhood is likely to be street smart and have the skills needed to 

navigate through their community. However, if the same young person then attended university 

they find that their skills set no longer helps them navigate their way to success in this setting. 

Regarding post-16 education, Hemsley-Brown (1999) states that not only does the ethos of the 

pre-16 institution affect choice but also the young person’s perception of whether the particular 

post-16 pathway aligns with their view of ‘what people like me should do’. Young people are likely 

to choose courses in line with their background or social setting, thus decision-making can never 

be context free.  

Whilst habitus is engrained in the most basic functions such as ways of walking or eating, it is also 

permeable and responsive to the environment and what is going on around the individual 

(Hodkinson et al., 1996; Reay et al., 2009; Li, 2013). Thus, habitus is continually re-structured by 
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individuals’ encounters with the outside world (DiMaggio 1979) and can change over time, as new 

experiences will change an individual’s viewpoints and therefore impact decision-making. Indeed, 

when these schemata are challenged in a powerful experience an individual’s habitus can change 

dramatically (Haugaard, 1992). Therefore, there may be situations where a young person may go 

against the grain and choose a pathway that does not align with their own background. This is 

because habitus modifies as lifestyle develops; ‘lifestyle and habitus are inseparably interrelated- 

one is the manifestation of the other’ (Hodkinson et al., 1996:147). Moreover, people’s habitus or 

schemata, shape their perceptions of the realms of the possible, drawing boundaries for what is a 

feasible and realistic, within the parameters of these dispositions. This has been referred to as 

‘horizons for action’ (Hodkinson et al, 1996).  

Habitus is a useful concept when considering educational decision-making as it emphasises the 

influence of a range of contexts on the decision-making of young people such as: familial, cultural 

and educational (Brockmann, 2012). Moreover, Hodkinson et al., (1996) draw on research 

conducted by Willis (1977), Siann and Knox (1992) and Gaskell (1992) to demonstrate that aspects 

of culture such as ‘collective solidarity’ or religious culture influences how young people make 

choices about their education and career. For example, Siann and Knox (1992) found evidence to 

support the view that women from Muslim families are more likely to see career choice as being 

made by the family. However, within any sub-group habitus will vary from individual to individual, 

because the detail of their life histories and social situations in which they are located differ 

(Hodkinson et al. 1996:155). According to Reay (2004:434) ‘habitus, within, as well as between, 

social groups, differs to the extent that the details of individuals’ social trajectories diverge from 

one another’. Therefore, habitus is a useful concept in understanding how young people make 

educational decisions as it considers the context within which decisions are made. 
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Cultural and Social Capital  

Cultural capital are the social assets an individual possesses for example, educational credentials.    

It is culturally valued forms of knowledge and experience which provide advantages for 

individuals, that can be acquired through being part of a particular social class and subsequently 

enables a higher status in society (Sullivan, 2002). This cultural capital will serve individuals as 

currency, enabling them to navigate culture and alter opportunities available to them. For 

example, young people from lower socio-economic classes are more likely to follow a pathway of 

lower level vocational qualifications (Crozier et al., 2010), this could be due to a lack of cultural 

capital to enable them to navigate the opportunities available to them.  

Bourdieu (1986) maintained that parents are a main source of cultural capital as they provide 

their children with the attitudes or knowledge needed to prosper in the educational system. 

There are many large-scale surveys which demonstrate that parents are the most commonly 

consulted group when young people are considering higher education (HE) choices (see Brooks, 

2004), two studies that demonstrate this are Hodkinson (1995) and Swift and Fisher (2012). Thus, 

concluding that this could be due to parents own status such as being able to financially support 

studies or their own positions in the educational system and therefore the associated cultural 

capital that comes with that.  

On the other hand, social capital refers to ‘sociability, social networks and social support, trust, 

reciprocity and community and civic engagement’ (Morrow, 1999:744). Social relationships are 

important because they promote cohesive communities and encourage trust (Fuller, 2014:132). 

For example, Hodkinson (1995) found that when young people were making career choices the 

source of information used tended to be an ‘insider’ who did not have a vested interest in 

recruiting them and thus the young person could trust their judgement because they knew them 

personally. Furthermore, results from Swift and Fisher’s (2012) study found that 49% of 

respondents indicated that parents were the strongest influence on their career aspirations as 

they were a trusted source. Likewise, families with high levels of social capital promote 

educational success as they promote the attitudes and values of the school.  Moreover, young 
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people whose parents are involved with the school and community are less likely to truant or 

drop out of school (Fuller, 2014). Therefore, there has been an increased focus on the role of 

social capital in educational outcomes and decision-making (ibid). 

Parents social background (heavily related to their social class and heritage), described by Foskett 

et al. (2003:6) as the ‘broad social and cultural environment of the individual and their family’ 

influences young people’s educational decision-making. Bourdieu (1999) described this as how 

‘the game’ is established to middle class advantage, not only are they dealt better cards, but they 

have managed to internalise that knowledge through economic and cultural advantages 

(Bathmaker et al., 2013:740). Thus, whilst the education system portrays itself as meritocratic and 

providing opportunities for people from all backgrounds and social status, it works to maintain 

the power of the dominant classes as they control the economic, social and political resources. 

Therefore, the education system reaffirms the power and privilege of these classes (Li, 2013).  

This advantage leads to their children’s educational success which enables social reproduction 

(Harker 1984) and thus justifies the position of the dominant classes whereas the underprivileged 

position of the lower classes is legitimised by educational failure (Patton, 2007:11). Therefore, 

those young people who are from the lower social backgrounds may find it more difficult to 

navigate their way through the education system and young people from higher class 

backgrounds are more likely to gain educational credentials and therefore seen by society as 

having gained their position, thus reinforcing the social inequalities (Sullivan, 2002). Thus, the 

educational landscape does not present a level playing field for all young people as they do not all 

enter the market with same amounts of social capital due to their habitus. Consequently, those 

young people with higher levels of cultural capital are likely to have access to resources and 

significant knowledge that equips them to navigate the field of education more successfully, 

leading to them playing the game better and choose post 16 pathways that are more valuable to 

employers or HE institutions.    
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Field  

Bourdieu’s concept of field (Bourdieu, 1984, 1993) can be described as a system of social position 

(Maton, 2005), for example the profession of education. This means that individuals use capital to 

gain access to and to position themselves in the field, it is a setting where class dynamics take 

place (Reay, et al., 2005:27). Therefore, to better understand how young people navigate the field 

of education it is important to consider the interrelation between habitus, capital and field. This is 

because the relation between field and habitus works in two ways. First, field structures the 

habitus, on the other hand the habitus enables an understanding of the field (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant 1992).   

Likewise, to navigate the field of education, young people must negotiate and decode various 

field dynamics. Therefore, when a young person encounters a field they are unfamiliar with, for 

example higher education (HE), it can generate both change and uncertainty (Reay et al., 

2005:28). For some young people, encountering a new field such as, HE can act as turning point, 

where a young person changes direction (Hodkinson et al., 1996:4). Three types of turning points 

have been described by Hodkinson et al. (1996:4), those that are forced, those which are built 

into structure (e.g. post-16 choice) and those initiated by the young person. On the other hand, 

when some young people encounter a field they are unfamiliar with it can conjure feelings of 

uncertainty and ambivalence, leading to them moving away from this new field as they do not 

recognise it as being ‘for someone like me’ (Ball and Vincent, 1998).   

Contrastingly, when young people encounter a field they are familiar with, they may find it easier 

to decode the field dynamics and as they have higher levels of cultural capital which enables them 

to have a better understand of the rules of the ‘game’; therefore they will be like a ‘fish in water’ 

(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992:127). Therefore, interactions in the field and the decision-making 

of young people is interrelated and contextualise the educational decision-making process. 
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2.3.3 Family influence  

When prospective students make complex, high-stake decisions with long-term implications they 

find it difficult to determine which factors are most important and struggle to gather relevant 

information (Grubb, 2006; Menon et al., 2007; Mangan et al., 2010). As a result, the choices they 

make are regularly influenced by groups such as peers, teachers, careers guidance officers and 

parents (HEFCE, 2014:40). Family structures are influential in young people’s transitions from 

school-to-work, as parental and familial experiences will influence and shape young people’s 

perceptions and are likely to form part of their dispositions and cultural capital. However, the 

degree of parental and family influence in educational decision-making has been challenged over 

the years. Some studies on post-16 educational choice have found that young people believed 

that they had agency in the decision-making of their post-16 route (Foskett and Hesketh, 1997; 

Brooks 2004; Snee and Devine, 2014) and parents had little influence.  For example, in Foskett 

and Hesketh’s (1997) study only 2% of respondents claimed that it was a joint decision with 

parents. On the other hand, Ball et al., (2000) found that whilst students may be the end decision 

makers, parental preference ‘frames’ student choice as they draw the boundaries and young 

people make a choice within those parameters. Therefore, parental influence shapes young 

people’s attitudes to education over a long period of time (Payne, 2002).  

Parental influence plays a key role in structuring young people’s aspirations and post-16 

progression (Archer et al., 2014:70) as it will form part of their dispositions surrounding careers 

and will therefore guide their post-16 pathway. For example, young people from families with 

parents in less advantaged occupations have lower levels of participation in post compulsory 

education, even when GCSE attainment, cohort, gender and ethnicity have been accounted for. 

Gayle et al., (2009:30). Although changes in educational policy, such as raising the participation to 

age 18 (DfE, 2012) and the upward shift in social class structure, meant that parents are more 

enthusiastic for their children to be more highly educated before entering the labour market 

(Roberts, 2009). However, it is not apparent how these changes shape the transitions of those 
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young people who do not meet the entry requirements to enable them to progress onto 

subsequent levels of learning.   

The role of parental influence on educational decision-making extends beyond drawing 

boundaries for young people and is likely to be more multifaceted than has previously been 

suggested (see Hegna and Smette, 2017). For example, parent’s economic capital can facilitate or 

constrain access to courses and experiences as shaped by class, ethnicity and/or gender (Chan, 

1986; Siann et al., 1998; Haynes et al., 2005); and as role models (Buikstra et al., 2007), thus 

impacting post-16 decision-making. The structure of the labour market has also changed 

significantly. According to the Leitch Review of Skills (2006) employment in the management and 

professional grades will have the fastest future growth rate. In response to these changes England 

needs more highly skilled people, trained effectively to grow the economy and raise productivity 

(see Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2016). This has led to many parents pushing 

their children to achieve at school to qualify for the better universities in the UK enabling their 

children’s careers to start ahead of the graduate barrier (Ball and Vincent, 2001). Furthermore, 

whilst parent’s motive’s for being involved in educational decision-making may stem from 

concern for their offspring, it can also be rooted in concern for their future family status (see Ule 

et al., 2015; Cuconato and Walther 2015).  

Moreover, when making educational decisions, parents and young people draw on various 

sources of information such as: prospectuses, the internet, family members, teachers and careers 

advisors. However, this can present itself as an uneven playing field for parents and young people 

alike, especially for young people who are first generation choosers (Reay et al., 2005:135). This is 

because young people who are first generation choosers will possess differing levels of skills to 

those young people who are from backgrounds with parents who have higher qualifications. 

Therefore, navigating the post-16 educational landscape, will be more difficult for this group of 

choosers.  
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It has been found that sources of information are not equal in terms of depth, knowledge and 

applicability (Slack et al., 2012:2). For example, the choice process for entering HE is different for 

first time choosers than for those young people who are from advantaged middle-class 

backgrounds due to the sources of information available to them (Reay et al, 2001). Some of the 

current understanding of how parents and young people use different sources of information, 

advice and guidance to make educational decisions have been shaped by research conducted by 

Ball and Vincent in relation to parental choice of secondary school. Ball and Vincent (1998) 

categorise sources of information as ‘hot’ or ‘cold’. Information obtained through the grapevine is 

classified as hot knowledge and that obtained through formal routes such as printed prospectuses 

or research is ‘cold’ knowledge. The grapevine can be described as social networks where first-

hand or second-hand knowledge is shared based on direct experience (Slack et al., 2012). 

Grapevine information is seen as more reliable in comparison to that provided by the school (Ball 

and Vincent, 1998:380).  

However, Ball and Vincent (1998) argue that not all grapevines are equal in nature, as the quality 

of information will depend on where it has been obtained from, therefore, the grapevine is class-

related. Factors such as geographic location and the community will determine the type of 

grapevine available to parents (ibid:381). For example, parental responses to the grapevine were 

classified into three categories: suspicion, doubt and acceptance.  Professional middle-class 

parents were suspicious of the grapevine, though they had the cultural capital to seek cold 

knowledge to supplement the grapevine.  Those parents who doubted the grapevine, were aware 

of the complexity of making judgements about schools and therefore, supplemented grapevine 

information with that from other sources. However, it was the acceptors who were a group of 

mainly semi-skilled choosers for whom the grapevine provided a reliable way to understand 

schools and therefore make a choice grounded in the opinions of other parents like themselves 

(Ball and Vincent, 1998). Therefore, background factors such as class are important when 

considering how young people make educational decisions as they will interact with sources of 

information, advice and guidance in different ways.  
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Later research by Ball et al., (2002:337) differentiated between the young people by categorising 

them as either embedded or contingent choosers. Embedded choosers are those young people 

who have had parents or relatives who have attended university and therefore have a wide range 

of sources of information (hot and cold) to consider when making their post-16 choice. 

Contrastingly, contingent choosers are those young people who have limited links to higher 

education (HE) and therefore, rely heavily on a small number of people for hot knowledge, but 

also largely depend on sources of cold knowledge to make their choice. Thus, young people from 

low income or first-generation backgrounds had access to fewer sources of information and were 

not critical of the information presented to them, thus impacting their ability to make an effective 

decision (see Davies et al., 2008). This group of young people who are from low income or first-

generation backgrounds need high quality information presented to them, but also guidance on 

how to use that information (Hemsley-Brown, 1999; Slack et al., 2012).  

These categorisations of sources of knowledge and information amongst different class fractions 

was further developed by Hutchings (2003) and Slack et al., (2012). Hutchings (2003) argued that 

their findings showed that young people from working-class backgrounds depended more on hot 

sources than their middle-class peers. Moreover, Slack et al., (2012) found that sources of 

knowledge classed as hot by the young people they interviewed, were not always from family, 

friends or acquaintances, but sometimes from strangers with whom these young people felt a 

sense of likeness. Therefore, acquisition of knowledge from strangers who were considered as 

‘people like me’ were classified as being warm (Slack et al., 2012:6). Indeed, whilst these 

researches were focused on decision-making regarding secondary school and HE, the findings are 

still significant for those young people who are trying to choose their post-16 route.  This is 

because young people are faced with a plethora of options post-16 and must use a multitude of 

different sources of information and knowledge to navigate the post-16 sector. Therefore, an area 

for further research would be to explore how young people interact with various sources of 

information, advice and guidance in light of the changes in the current educational landscape such 

as the RPA and increased focus on vocational course options. 
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2.3.4 Educational Institution 

Educational institutions are influential in young people’s transition from school-to-work as the 

characteristics of the organisation can either promote or inhibit the aspirations of young people 

to continue education or formal training (Foskett et al., 2008) that goes beyond the individual’s 

dispositions or cultural capital. This means that context can be equally as influential in decision-

making, as parental influence is; furthermore, as parental influence decreases, school influence 

increases (see Foskett and Hesketh, 1997; Brooks, 1998).  

There are unique aspects of an educational institution’s organisation or culture that may 

persuade or dissuade young people from particular pathways through the 14-19 phases, three 

specific aspects have been found to be the most significant, the school, teachers and careers 

guidance (Lumby and Foskett, 2005). This is because young people are exposed to the widespread 

values and attitudes of the school through contact with the staff. Therefore, if staff views embody 

an emphasis on an academic pathway that leads to HE, it will influence young people’s 

educational decision-making (see Hemsley-Brown 1999, Lumby and Foskett, 2005). For example, 

institutional context such as whether the school has a sixth form, can act as positive 

reinforcement or provide contradictions to the young person’s way of thinking. Many studies 

have found that young people were more likely to stay in full time education at post-16, if their 

school had a sixth form (Foskett and Hesketh, 1997; Payne, 1998; Connor et al., 1999). However, 

with the introduction of the RPA the influence of this factor has diminished as young people are 

required to stay in education or training up to the age of 18 (Department for Education, 2012). 

Considering these policy changes it is essential to examine how young people in the current post-

16 landscape who are from schools without a sixth form decide on pathways, access information, 

advice and guidance and choose courses in Further Education colleges.  

Institutional messages or values will also impact young people’s thinking and choice process. 

Whilst schools have an important role in developing aspirations of students, it has been found 

that high performing students have generally been encouraged to follow the HE route rather than 
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vocational routes such as apprenticeships (Hyland and Winch, 2007; Chankseliani et al., 2016); 

thus, further embedding the academic-vocational divide. Moreover, schools serving middle class 

students who are situated in the suburbs may emphasise academic pathways and examination 

achievement to reinforce existing student and parental ambitions and views, therefore creating 

pressure towards specific post-16 choices. Additionally, schools may be advising young people 

onto courses which may not have a clear progression routes, therefore leading to low level 

employment despite young people initially thinking the course would lead to valuable 

employment. This is because there exist some courses which are equivalent to well recognised 

qualifications on league tables, a concept coined as ‘gaming’ (Wolf, 2011:13). This strategy of 

gaming empowers schools to move up in the league tables without sufficiently preparing young 

people for transition into the world of work or further education.  However, with the introduction 

of the RPA and the implication that more young people are likely to stay in education until the age 

of 18, it is worth exploring how these qualifications translate to course choices in FE and whether 

they enable subsequent progression.  

Therefore, the guidance of teachers (other than careers advisors) is important in shaping young 

people’s perceptions (see Foskett et al., 2008). However, the reliability and extent of knowledge is 

questionable and there are institutional pressures for teachers to advise young people in the best 

interests of the school and therefore constraining young people’s choice process. Likewise, 

teachers’ knowledge of post-16 choices and various careers can be limited to their own life 

experiences and choices and this will become apparent in the day to day advice and discourse 

they have with students. Furthermore, there could be a risk of misinformation or too much 

emphasis on their own experiences of their academic pathway, thus leading to cultural replication 

(Foskett and Hemsley-Brown, 2002; Wolf, 2011).    

Thus, whilst schools can be influential in young people’s decision-making, at post-16 the majority 

of young people who want to follow a vocational pathway are left to enrol at Further Education 

(FE) institutions which have been described as the ‘Cinderella’ of the education system (Gleeson, 

1996:84). This is because the high-status institutions can choose or are chosen by high achieving 
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students, whereas others enrol those young people who have underachieved and are pointed in 

the direction of vocational qualifications (see Tomlinson, 1997:10; Atkins and Flint, 2015:36). This 

is despite the fact that FE colleges provide a range of course from entry level through to degrees 

and research has found that the class composition of FE colleges are as much working-class as 

middle-class (Thompson, 2009:31).  Thus, it is vital to consider what role these FE institutions play 

when young people are enrolling on a vocational course and how these interactions can be 

maximized, to ensure that young people are following a vocational pathway that will lead to a 

fruitful transition into the labour market   

2.3.5 Careers Information, Advice and Guidance (CIAG) 

Education and training in England is characterised by a ‘plethora of highly differentiated courses 

for young people from 14-19’ (Higham and Yeomans, 2011:217). There is substantial evidence 

that in England, young people would be able to successfully navigate the changing educational 

landscape with the support of high quality careers advice (Lewin and Colley, 2011:2), which would 

also promote social justice (Orr and Reynolds, 2014).  Therefore, the role of careers advisors is 

important as it can offer alternative options to existing attitudes, knowledge and perceptions 

(Foskett et al., 2008:39). Furthermore, for young people who come from backgrounds with no 

family tradition or experience of post-16 pathways, careers advisors are critical as they can 

provide young people with objective guidance to support their educational decision-making. 

More recently it has been found that for those young people who lack family support, other non-

teaching staff such as, psychologists and social workers are also increasingly involved in in their 

educational trajectories (Cuconato and Walther 2015:288).  

From a policy perspective, a lot is expected of CIAG (Haynes et al., 2013), as it is anticipated that it 

will match young people with the labour market, which will lead to an improvement in the 

efficiency of education (Archer et al., 2014). Furthermore, due to the complexity of the labour 

market, the level of choice available at post-16 and the raising of the participation age (RPA), it is 

important for young people to have access to high quality CIAG. The benefits of high quality CIAG 
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are two-fold as not only is it likely to lead to positive transitions from school-to-work, but it might 

also prevent young people becoming not in education, employment or training (NEET) (Bynner 

and Parsons, 2006).   

Whilst it is recognised that CIAG can play a crucial role in helping young people navigate the post-

16 arena, there are several issues with the current provision of CIAG in England (Acquah et al., 

2017). For example, there is a wide variation in the quality of CIAG (see Beck et al., 2006; Haynes 

et al., 2013; Moon et al., 2004) and at times it can be inaccurate or incomplete which can lead to 

inappropriate choices and low course satisfaction (Haynes et al., 2013; Moon et al., 2004). These 

issues coupled with the fact that sources of information are not equal in terms of depth of 

knowledge and applicability to all students (Slack et al., 2012:2). This means that students from 

different backgrounds are likely to have access to different sources, particularly in relation to 

peers, family, friends and current or recent HE students (ibid). Currently there is little research on 

how young people who follow lower levels of vocational education interact with sources of CIAG 

and how that influences choice and future-plans in light of the current educational landscape and 

labour market opportunities.   

In addition to sources of CIAG, the timing of educational decisions amongst young people is vital 

in ensuring that they receive suitable CIAG to influence choice. Some research has found that 

young people start to think of their post-16 choices than that (Foskett and Hesketh, 1997; Foskett 

et al., 2004; Tai, et al, 2006; Atherton et al., 2009; Archer et al., 2014; Moote and Archer, 2018). 

For example, Foskett and Hesketh (1997) found that young people consider post-16 choices in 

year 9 (14-15 years old) and approximately 5-10% have started earlier. These findings indicate 

that the role of CIAG is crucial for all young people. Furthermore, those who opt for academic 

pathways decide earlier on in the process than those who opt for vocational pathways (Foskett 

and Hesketh, 1997; Foskett et al., 2004).  In particular, for young people who follow post-16 level 

2 vocational courses, as the window of opportunity to discuss different options and research 

suitable pathways is much smaller than for their peers who have been considering academic 

pathways.  
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However, due to the limited resources provided for CIAG and historical patterns, initial provision 

of CIAG is provided from year 10 (age 14-15) onwards, by which time young people have already 

made their choices (Moote and Archer, 2018:198). Therefore, young people are not accessing 

CIAG early enough to help them in their educational decision-making and thus current practices 

do not reflect the current understanding of how and when young people form choice (Foskett and 

Lumby, 2005:108).  Furthermore, 14-19 has been recognised as a formative period in a young 

person’s life, where young people are making educational choices that will influence their future. 

Therefore, there is a strong argument that CIAG should start earlier than the age of 14, to provide 

young people with an opportunity to impartially consider the various pathways and choices 

available to them for a successful transition from school-to-work. 

 

Moreover, changes to CIAG policy have not led to better outcomes for all young people, as policy 

debate around CIAG has been ‘markedly circular rather than progressive’ (Higham & Yeoman, 

2011:224). For example, under the New Labour government in the 1990s the responsibility for 

CIAG belonged to local authorities and was outsourced to Connexions services (see Joyce, White 

and Franses, 2003). Connexions was a UK governmental service providing information, advice, 

guidance and support for young people aged thirteen to nineteen. This meant that young people 

could access impartial advice regarding post-16 options and career opportunities despite their 

background or school/college setting. However, Connexions advisors were found to have less 

personal knowledge about the young people compared to school staff (Blekinsop et al., 2006). 

Therefore, without a good knowledge of the young people, Connexions ability to provide high 

quality CIAG came under question (ibid). Additionally, many young people felt let down by the 

level of CIAG they had received from Connexions as it was not tailored to their needs or interests 

(Hibbert, 2010).   

Consequently, since September 2010 local authorities cut such services as a cost saving measure 

(House of Commons Education Committee, 2011). In addition to this, Coalition policy (2010-2015) 

focused on placing the responsibility of CIAG on schools. Likewise, the Education Act (2011) 
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devolved the statutory duty to secure independent, impartial CIAG for young people in years 9–11 

to schools, without any ring-fenced funding (Orr and Reynolds, 2014; Acquah et al., 2017). This 

was subsequently, extended to include young people in years 8–13 (Department for Business, 

Innovation & Skills 2012; Department for Education 2014). By devolving the responsibility of all 

CIAG (without ring fenced funding) to schools, there is a risk that young people will receive 

varying degrees of CIAG which will impact their understanding of the opportunities available to 

them. Further research into the impact of these policies will enable a better understanding of how 

various sources of CIAG are valued and used by young people to transition into the next phase of 

their journey.  

Since these major changes, the current conservative government (2016-present) have published a 

reinvigorated strategy (DfE, 2017) to target the quality of CIAG in England. This strategy is based 

on the eight benchmarks identified by the Gatsby Foundation (2013) which focus on measures to 

ensure successful careers advice. For example, some of the benchmarks include, a stable careers 

programme, addressing the needs of all young people and experiences of workplaces. Moreover, 

the Careers and Enterprise Company (CEC), has been commissioned by the government to 

establish 20 careers hubs with the aim of addressing the concerns of the lack of high quality CIAG 

in England.  However, this policy seems circular rather than progressive (Higham & Yeoman, 

2011:224), as Connexions was also established to provide impartial careers guidance and advice, 

but with the marked difference that it had a £450m annual budget, 7,700 trained and qualified 

staff and consisted of 47 partnerships with a range of agencies to enable a smooth transition into 

adult life (DfES, 2004) compared to the limited resources allocated to the CEC (see DfE, 2017) .  

Therefore, it will be important to examine the impact of these new careers hubs and their 

effectiveness at targeting young people before they have made their choices. 

Moreover, young people are receiving advice that is inaccurate and/or incomplete support, this is 

leading to young people making misinformed choices, which could be attributed to increase 

course dropout rates and lower course satisfaction (Moon et al., 2004; Haynes et al., 2013). For 

example, the Association of Colleges (2012) found that 44% of school teachers admitted to 
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providing young people with uninformed advice. Moreover, 82% of teachers felt that they had 

insufficient knowledge on careers options. Further research by Fuller et al., (2014) has found that 

93% of teachers were less confident with offering advice about vocational routes, with 50% 

admitting to not knowing nothing about apprenticeships. Likewise, CIAG is often not effectively 

coordinated with vocational training and apprenticeships are rarely well promoted (Ofsted, 2013). 

Furthermore, students predicted to do well at GCSE were less likely to receive advice about 

vocational options (Slack et al., 2013). Moreover, it has been found that young people who were 

unsure of their post-16 pathway and those who were undecided were significantly less likely to 

report having careers education than the young people who were planning to stay in full-time 

education (Moote and Archer, 2018).  

Therefore, there exists a myriad of issues with the level and quality of CIAG available to young 

people in England. In addition to those issues discussed, currently the onus of accessing CIAG is on 

the young person. For example, most of the careers advice accessed by young people is through a 

self-referral system and young people from disadvantaged backgrounds were less likely to access 

the self-referral model (Moote and Archer, 2018). Moreover, Hutchinson et al., (2011) found that 

only 40% of young people had accessed a careers advisor for a one-to-one interview. These 

findings are concerning, as the need for young people to access impartial and tailored advice has 

never been more valuable with the introduction of the RPA and range of courses available. Young 

people need accurate and impartial CIAG to be able to navigate complex post-16 pathways 

(Acquah et al., 2017) which are in constant flux (Fuller et al., 2014), in addition to continually 

having to reposition themselves as the impact of technology and social factors change the labour 

market (Hooley et al., 2015).  

Yet, policy makers may have consistently over-estimated what CIAG can realistically achieve 

(Higham & Yeoman, 2011:224). For example, various studies have shown that its impact in terms 

of learner choice is often limited (e.g. Ball, Maguire & Macrae, 2000; Croll, Attwood, Fuller, 2010;) 

as careers teachers based in schools will provide information that reflects the priorities and values 

of the school, such as encouraging young people to stay at the school’s sixth form post-16 
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(Blenkinsop et al., 2006; Foskett et al., 2008). Furthermore, students who chose a further 

education college are also more likely to refer to careers advisors as having been helpful and are 

less likely to refer to parents as a source of advice (Keys et al., 1998). This could be because the 

choices available to young people are complex and highly differentiated (Collier et al., 2018) 

which make it difficult to navigate the system. Moreover, parents who are of lower socio-

economic status are unlikely to be well informed and less likely to have knowledge about how to 

pursue particular career routes (Wikeley and Stables, 1999).  

Thus, providing up-to-date and relevant CIAG is influential for successful learner progression at 

post-16 so that young people can understand the implications of their choices and are not 

disadvantaged due to poor quality information about progression opportunities (Moote and 

Archer, 2018). However, CIAG today covers a much wider range of sources than the conventional 

ones focused on in studies such as Keys et al. (1998) from two decades ago. For example, these 

studies do not consider the influence of technology such as the internet or social media as sources 

of CIAG available to young people today. To address this gap, further research should be carried 

out to consider the full range of sources young people use to shape their decision-making and 

transitions from school-to-work or further education.  
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2.4 Research aims and questions 

The recently reformed educational landscape in England coupled with changes in the labour 

market in the last decade generates new questions regarding post-16 low level learners following 

a vocational route. There is a great body of research on post-16 decision-making, some of which 

has included level 2 learners (e.g. Banks et al., 1992; Bates and Riseborough, 1993; Hodkinson et 

al., 1996; Ball et al., 2000; Shildrick and Macdonald, 2007; Brockmann, 2012, Kitagawa and 

Encinas; 2014; Atkins and Flint, 2015). However, since the introduction of the RPA in 2015 and 

increased governmental focus on the vocational sector (e.g. Wolf Review, 2011; Richards Review, 

2012; Sainsbury Report, 2016) little research has sought to develop further understanding of who 

these post-16 low level learners are. Therefore, this thesis seeks to contribute to the 

understanding of the demographic characteristics of post-16 learners and who are enrolled on 

level 2 courses in comparison to those who follow a level 3 pathway. The rich data of the Next 

Steps dataset (previously known as Longitudinal Survey of Young People in England, LSYPE), which 

includes both social and educational information, provides an opportunity to develop this 

understanding. 

Moreover, a significant proportion of young people (16-18) in England followed a low-level 

vocational qualification in 2017 (DfE, 2018), these young people were likely to be from low SES 

backgrounds and for whom there was no clear trajectory for subsequent progression to higher 

levels of learning (Hupkau et al., 2017:43). Likewise, the changes in the educational landscape and 

labour market, attributable to the UK government’s increased focus on the vocational sector, 

uncertainty caused by the global recession, impact of Brexit, advances in technology and the 

changing nature of the labour market are likely to impact young people’s educational decision-

making. Currently, little research has focused on understanding how low-level vocational learners 

in FE settings navigate the complex education system, thus highlighting many areas where 

research could develop our understanding regarding young people’s educational decision-making. 

Qualitative research will provide the opportunity to gain a comprehensive understanding of young 
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people’s choice influencers in the current climate and how their experiences of vocational 

education shape their understanding of the world of work and inform their subsequent choices.  

Moreover, adopting a mixed methods approach will enable an integration of the findings from the 

quantitative and qualitative phases to enable a deeper understanding of the school-to-work 

transitions of this sub group of learners. Therefore, what distinguishes this study from existing 

research is that it will provide the opportunity to measure the impact of demographic 

characteristics on pathways as well as the more subtle relationships between choice influencers 

and how they impact course choice and future pathways.  The following research questions will 

be answered in this study:   

1. How do the demographics of young people (aged 16-18) who follow a level 2 vocational 

pathway in England differ to those who follow a level 3 vocational pathway? 

2. What are the factors that relate to young people's (aged 16-18) choices of level 2 

vocational courses in England? 

3. What are young people's (aged 16-18) perspectives of their level 2 vocational course in 

England and how do they think it shapes their future career choices and aspirations? 

2.5 Summary  

The discussion on the ever-changing landscape of 14-19 education in England and the impact that 

this can have on school-to-work transitions, illustrates the reality of the complexities of post-16 

education facing young people today. The literature provides evidence supporting the notion that 

vocational pathways in England are convoluted. Despite attempts to bridge the academic-

vocational divide, a gulf still exists between the two sectors, thus impacting the progression of 

young people into meaningful careers. Furthermore, it is widely acknowledged that decision-

making at post-16 is a complex process and there are many structural and biographical factors 

that impact choice. Therefore, it is only by continuing to understand the impact of demographic 

factors and the level of influence of different choice influencers that we can move towards a 
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structure which supports all young people in making informed decisions which enable greater 

upward social mobility. 
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Chapter 3 Methodology 

3.1 Introduction  

This study is located in the pragmatist paradigm and adopted a sequential explanatory mixed 

methods design. Within this chapter the features of this paradigm and methods are explored and 

the reasons for choosing this paradigm and these methods are discussed. The quantitative section 

of the chapter (Section 3.5) introduces the Next Steps dataset and the study sample, including 

descriptive statistics that describe the study sample and the analytic approach. The qualitative 

section of the chapter (Section 3.6), introduces the qualitative data collection method, introduces 

the FE College where data collection took place, sets out the positionality of the researcher, the 

pilot study for the qualitative research, sampling methods and analysis of the data are also 

described. All names used in the qualitative section of the chapter are pseudonyms to protect the 

anonymity of the interviewed young people. 

3.2 Theoretical Framework: Pragmatism  

Researchers are advised to locate their research within a paradigm, as their worldview will affect 

how the research is conducted and interpreted. Creswell & Plano Clark (2011:40) maintain that 

whilst there are many worldviews, not all would be suitable for a mixed methods design, thus 

they present four paradigms that could provide a philosophical orientation to a mixed methods 

study: post positivism, constructivism, participatory and pragmatism.   

Whilst all four paradigms have similar and common elements, they take different stances. Post 

positivism has traditionally been associated with researchers who were more likely to employ 

quantitative methods (Punch and Oancea; 2014:3) such as those which collect data in the form of 

numbers as the worldview is based on a single reality, which can be measured and known. The 

constructivist paradigm sits on the other end of the spectrum and is of the view that that there is 

no single reality or truth, therefore reality needs to be interpreted, and thus has become 

associated with researchers who are more likely to use qualitative methods, such as: collecting 
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data that is in the form of words, images, artefacts or music (ibid) to get those multiple realities. 

Contrastingly, pragmatism is problem centred focussing on ‘what works’ regarding the research 

questions (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003:713). This theoretical framework is fundamental to the 

conduct of mixed methods research as it is a logical and practical link between the quantitative 

and qualitative. Therefore, the pragmatism paradigm came to be associated with the mixed 

methods approach (see Howe, 1988) where the belief is that reality is constantly renegotiated, 

debated, interpreted, and therefore the best method to use is the one that solves the problem.  

Traditionally it has been argued that the post positivist and constructivist paradigms are not 

compatible as it is not possible to combine the ontological and epistemological stances of both 

(Lincoln and Guba, 1986), these debates have been aptly named ‘paradigm wars’ (Tashakkori & 

Teddlie, 1998:3). Whilst debates surrounding paradigms are still in existence, there has been 

development in the field as Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003) have identified at least 13 different 

authors who have embraced pragmatism as the paradigm for mixed methods research (Creswell 

& Plano Clark, 2011:43) thus demonstrating the increasing acceptance of the paradigm in the 

research field.  

The definition of mixed methods has evolved and shifted through history. Creswell (2011) 

mentions that early definitions would simply state it is the mixing of two methods (see Greene, 

Caracelli and Graham, 1989). Whereas over time it evolved to include a blended methods and 

methodological orientation (see Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). It is an accepted notion that the 

rationale for mixed methods research has to be a ‘practical’ one (Biesta, 2010:96) as the driver for 

the choice of method has to be the research questions (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004:17). 

Therefore, pragmatism enables pluralistic approaches to be applied to the study as it is not 

committed to any one system of philosophy or reality (Creswell, 2014:111).  

According to Creswell (2014) pragmatists do not see the world as an absolute unity and regard 

‘truth’ to be what works at the time. Therefore, lending itself to mixed methods research, as the 

researcher can choose methods that will provide the best understanding of the research problem. 
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Thus, opening the door to ‘multiple methods, different worldviews and different assumptions, as 

well as different forms of data collection and analysis’ (Creswell, 2014:11). Thus, the opportunity 

to use both quantitative and qualitative methods without the forced choice of following a post 

positivist or constructivist paradigm enabled the researcher to fully embrace and integrate the 

findings, without the confines of a particular worldview. Therefore, pragmatism is an appropriate 

worldview for this study as it is a practical and applied research philosophy which allows the 

research questions to be the main driver for the investigation. 

3.3 Research Design- A mixed methods sequential explanatory study   

This study adopted a mixed methods sequential explanatory design to investigate post-16 level 2 

learners. According to Creswell (2015:2) mixed methods research is an approach where both 

quantitative and qualitative data is gathered and integrated thus enabling interpretations to be 

drawn based on the mutual strengths of both sets of data. Therefore, the assumption is that the 

strength of the combined data will provide a better understanding of the research problem 

compared to each set of data alone. The rationale for using a mixed methods design is strongest 

when quantitative or qualitative data are not sufficient for exploring and understanding the 

research problem. This could be due to the inherent weaknesses of each approach (Creswell 

2015:15), as the fundamental principle of mixed methods research is to achieve ‘complementary 

strengths and non-overlapping weaknesses’ (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004:18). Therefore, by 

combining both methods it enables the researcher to gain two different perspectives. According 

to Creswell & Plano Clark (2011:12) this has been the historical argument for mixed methods 

research for over 30 years (Jick, 1979).  

It is important that this flexibility is accessible in this study as the purpose of the study and 

research questions require both a quantitative and qualitative approach for the investigation to 

be effective. Moreover, it facilitates a more comprehensive view and provides more data than 

each method alone. This is important in this study because it is an exploration and comparison of 

characteristics, which can be best analysed using statistical methods such as bivariate and 
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multivariate logistic regression; as well as an exploration of choice influencers and attitudes which 

better lends itself to qualitative measures such as group interviewing to provide a richer and more 

complete understanding of the participants views, thus the methods complement each other. 

Furthermore, according to Creswell (2015:38) the foremost strength of a sequential explanatory 

design is that the two phases build upon each other. This is a key feature of this study as the Next 

Steps data set (n=7522) provides a national context to the research and presents a framework for 

the subsequent collection of qualitative data, therefore guiding the study and enabling a more 

comprehensive investigation. 

Whilst, the rationale that a mixed methods design builds on the strengths of quantitative and 

qualitative methods and reduces over lapping weaknesses is compelling enough to enable a 

researcher to implement this design; there are many other strengths which add weight to the 

argument of a mixed methods design.  Bryman (2006:105-107) reported a comprehensive 

catalogue of reasons for mixing methods, three of which resonate with this study. First, the notion 

of ‘completeness’ refers to the view that that the researcher will be able to build a more 

comprehensive understanding of the area of inquiry if both quantitative and qualitative methods 

are employed. Second, a mixed methods approach enables different research questions to be 

answered and therefore enabling a more complete and comprehensive understanding of post-16 

level 2 learners. This is important as the area remains under researched (see Chapter 2 for a 

detailed discussion) and a significant percentage of post-16 learners follow this pathway (DfE, 

2018). Therefore, by gaining a more ‘complete’ understanding of the characteristics and attitudes 

to education of this group of learners, policy makers, practitioners and future researchers can 

build upon these findings to inform their practices. Third, whilst the Next Steps dataset provided a 

national context and enabled statistical analyses of nation-wide information, the qualitative data 

provided a contextual understanding to the factors which influence young people to choose a 

level 2 vocational course and those which help shape future-plans. 
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3.4 Research Methods 

The research was carried out in two sequential phases (see Figure 3.1) in line with Creswell and 

Plano Clark’s (2007) model (see Figure 3.2). The first stage concerned the quantitative analysis of 

the Next Steps dataset, where the results fed into the qualitative part of the study. The second 

stage of the research fulfilled the qualitative aspect of the study where group interviews were 

carried out to unpick how post-16 learners chose the level 2 pathway. The final phase in the 

research was to integrate the findings from the quantitative and qualitative research in the 

discussion.  

The quantitative and qualitative measures complemented each other as the quantitative analysis 

measured the impact of various variables such as: ethnicity, gender and parental occupation on 

the likelihood of the young person following level 2 pathway in comparison to level 3. On the 

other hand, the qualitative aspect of the study elaborated on the choice influences and factors 

which shaped future-plans, which could not be measured. Therefore, providing complementary 

evidence on the complex array of factors which impact post-16 level 2 learners decision-making 

processes. 
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Figure 3.1- Mixed method sequential explanatory research flow chart to investigate the characteristics and perspectives of level 2 

vocational learners in England. 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2 Mixed method sequential explanatory model (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007, p.73) 
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Before phase one could commence the researcher had to gain ethical approval through the 

university’s ethics committee. This required completing relevant forms as set out by the university 

such as: the IRGA form, Ethics form, Risk Assessment (see Appendices) as well as providing a 

precis of the research and methodology. The documents included within the ethics application 

also included participant information sheets, consent forms and interview schedules (see 

Appendices) relating to the qualitative phase of the research (see Section 3.7 Phase 2: Qualitative 

Phase).  

3.5 Ethical considerations   

Oppenheim (2005:83) states that when collecting data, the basic ethical principal should be that 

no harm comes to the respondent because of taking part in the study. The rights of participants 

and the educational establishments where the research was carried out, should be a primary 

concern throughout the study (see Bell 2005, Mason 2002, Oppenheim 2005), from the design 

through to the methods of analysis and dissemination of findings, especially if the results are 

likely to be published in the public domain (Cohen et al., 2007). The following section examines 

how the research was designed to ensure ethical compliance.  

3.5.1 Informed consent, confidentiality and anonymity  

The young people who were selected to take part in the Next Steps data collection during waves 

four and five were contacted individually and informed consent was sought. This was achieved 

through a letter which informed them about the new phase of the study and new website which 

had been set up. The website contained information about the study for respondents, such as 

why it was set up and detailing some of the findings. It also allowed respondents to update their 

contact details if they had changed with the facility to withdraw from the study if they so wished. 

Additionally, a colour leaflet called ‘Next Steps News’ was also included giving further specific 

information about the study (see DfE, 2011 for more detail).  

The administrators of the Next Steps datasets went to great lengths to ensure that the 

confidentiality and anonymity of the participants were maintained. For example, the removed 
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variables which may have compromised the anonymity of the young person and their families. 

Variables such as the exact date of birth and any answers to open-ended questions such as 

longstanding illnesses (DfE, 2011:45-47).  

Furthermore, as the Next Steps data collection progressed and legislation and guidance relating to 

the disclosure of personal information changed, variables that were previously suitable for 

disclosure early in the study were no longer disclosed at later waves (DfE, 2011:45-47). Likewise, 

the researcher has not reported on any variables which would jeopardise any of the participant’s 

personal information or make them identifiable to those reading the thesis.  

To carry out the qualitative phase of the study, the researcher met with the relevant heads of 

subject and participants to explain the study, the data collection method and the ethical 

considerations such as anonymity, confidentiality and the right to withdraw at any stage. 

Participants also had the opportunity to ask any questions and were requested to return the 

signed consent forms on behalf of themselves and parents/guardians (see Appendix X) before the 

next meeting. These actions were in line with the ethical guidelines set out by the university, the 

college where the data collection was taking place and the researchers own ethical principles.  

3.5.2 Limiting disruption, safety and security of data 

The group interview times were confirmed with the heads of subject via email and the researcher 

ensured that they chose a time that did not conflict with teaching time or learners study breaks to 

cause minimal disruption to their learning. The group interviews took place in a separate room to 

the rest of the class so that learners were free to talk and express their views, this also ensured 

that other learners in the department were not facing any disruption due to the interviews.  

The data collected was stored on a personal digital recorder to which no other person had access. 

Additionally, the interview transcripts were stored on a password and fingerprint protected 

computer and all data was discarded at the end of the research activity.  
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3.5.3 Test-retest reliability and validity: Quantitative data 

It is anticipated that measurement error is kept to a minimum when collecting quantitative data. 

The Next Steps user guide (DfE, 2011) states that each wave of the Next Steps data went through 

an extensive process of checks to ensure the reliability and validity of the data. For example, 

investigating any outliers found within the data, ensuring that the data followed the routing used 

in the questionnaire, ensuring that the correct person answered the relevant questions and that 

information is consistent between directly comparable variables.  

Test-retest reliability is concerned with test consistency. For example, will a test yield reliable 

results over time. According to Field (2013:116) the easiest way to achieve this is to test the same 

group of people twice: a reliable instrument will produce similar scores at both points in time. 

However, in a large longitudinal study this is not always achievable due to time and financial 

constraints. However, the user guides provide detailed explanations of how data has been 

collected for the Next Steps dataset therefore, researchers will be able to follow the process used 

to collect the data. 

3.5.4 Consistency and Accuracy: Qualitative data 

The researcher ensured consistency and accuracy when collecting the data in the group 

interviews by using the same documents to inform participants of the study, to obtain informed 

consent and the right to confidentiality, anonymity and withdrawal from the study. Moreover, the 

interviews were conducted with the same set of prompts and recorded with a digital voice 

recorder to ensure consistency when transcribing.  

3.6 Phase 1: The Next Steps dataset, study sample and analytical approach. 

Next Steps is a rich and expansive dataset, which collected information from approximately 

33,000 young people who were born between 1989 and 1990 (and their households) and were 

attending maintained schools, independent schools or pupil referral units (DfE, 2011) in England. 

The collection of data started in 2004 when participants were aged 13-14 years old (year 9) and 

spanned a 10 year period; each year’s data is called a ‘wave’ and responses were collected 
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through annual interviews. A variety of methods were used across the waves (2004-2007) to 

gather the data; in the first four waves at least one parent/guardian was interviewed where 

possible, along with the young person (in separate interviews) and all interviews took place face-

to-face for around 45 minutes. Information about their education and employment, economic 

circumstances, family life, physical and emotional health and wellbeing, social participation and 

attitudes were collected. From the fifth wave (2008+) onwards data collection only took place 

with the young person, where, a range of methods were employed such as: online survey, a 

telephone survey and face-to-face survey. Over a third of respondents (36%) completed the 

online questionnaire, half (50%) had a telephone interview and around one in seven (14%) were 

interviewed face-to-face.  There were thirteen waves, until the young people were aged 25, 

however for the purpose of the study waves 4 and 5 were used, as this was the time period that 

the young people were in post-16 education (see Table 3.1). 

Table 3.1 Overview of Next Steps waves used in this study 

Wave Date Age of young people School year of young people 

Wave 4 Summer 2007 16-17 Year 12 

Wave 5 Summer 2008 17-18 Year 13 

 

The Next Steps database is unique as it has a wealth of information about this cohort of young 

people and in particular, it focuses on the factors which influence the choices these young people 

make (particularly educational). Furthermore, because the database uses official records such as 

GCSE attainment it boosts the reliability of the database as these are national exams and are 

regulated by The Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation (Ofqual), therefore the data 

used is trustworthy and standardised across England.  

3.6.1 Recruitment and sampling of participants for the Next Steps dataset 

The original sample drawn for Next Steps was comprised of over 33,000 young people. However, 

the final issued sample for Wave 1 was approximately 21,000 young people (DfE, 2011). For the 

maintained sector, Next Steps adopted a two-stage probability proportional to size (PPS) sampling 
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procedure with disproportionate stratification. Schools were the primary sampling units (PSUs). 

Maintained schools were stratified into deprived/non-deprived, with deprived schools over-

sampled by a factor of 1.5. The second stage sampled the pupils within schools. This sampling 

procedure allows the statistics to be generalised to the entire cohort of young people in England 

(DfE, 2010:84) as it enables all individuals in the population to have the same probability of 

selection irrespective of the size of their strata.  

Pupils from major minority ethnic groups (Indian; Pakistani; Bangladeshi; Black African; Black 

Caribbean; and Mixed) were over-sampled at the pupil level in order to achieve target issued 

sample numbers of 1,000 in each group. The school sampling stage considered the number of 

pupils from each of these minority groups. Taken together, the school selection probabilities and 

the pupil selection probabilities ensured that within a deprivation stratum, all pupils within an 

ethnic group had an equal chance of selection (DfE, 2010:84). 

3.6.2 Sampling at Wave 4 (2007) 

The survey attempted to follow all the 12,439 households who took part in Next Steps wave 3 

(2006) where the child was still alive and living in the UK. Of the 12,439 households from wave 3, 

12,410 households were issued at wave 4. Altogether, 29 cases were not issued at wave 4, with 

these cases having either refused or opted out following Wave 3. In addition to this, 4 households 

who had previously refused to take part at either wave 2 or Wave 3 asked to be re-included and 

were issued at wave 4. 

Participants who had moved between wave 3 and 4 were traced using the stable contact address 

details collected at the previous waves, where these were available. At the end of the wave 3 

fieldwork, there were 166 households who had moved and could not be traced. For 54 of these 

households, school data were used to source new addresses allowing them to be issued at wave 

4. Furthermore, there was an ethnic minority boost of six hundred newly recruited Black African 

and Black Caribbean young people. This sample was selected from these schools that did not co-

operate in the initial wave 1 sampling frame. In total, 11,801 households took part in wave 4.  
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3.6.3 Sampling at Wave 5 (2008) 

From a total of 11,801 households from wave 4, 11,793 households were approached at wave 5. 

Forty-two cases had either refused or opted out in between waves 4 and 5; counterbalanced by 

34 households who had previously refused to take part at either wave 2, 3, or 4 but asked to be 

re-included and were issued at wave 5. Again, participants who had moved were traced using the 

stable contact address details collected at the previous waves, where these were available. At 

wave 5 most respondents were aged 18 years old, therefore it was no longer possible to use 

school data to provide new addresses for households who had moved and could not be traced, 

therefore in total, 10,430 households took part in Wave 5 (DfE, 2011:11-12). 

Another benefit of using a PPS method was that it ‘provided a constant sampling fraction for each 

sub population and a fixed cluster size and therefore avoided precision losses through corrective 

(design) weighting and excessive variation in cluster sizes’ (Strand, 2011:201). Therefore, it is 

possible to say that the Next Steps database is a reliable source of quantitative data on young 

people in England as well as being the largest (DfE, 2010:84) longitudinal database since the Youth 

Cohort Survey (1970). 

3.6.4 The study sample and how representative it is of the Next Steps dataset 

(n=11,801) at waves 4 & 5 

The present study’s sample is made up of post-16 learners who were enrolled on a level 2 or 3 

(n=7522) course from the Next Steps dataset at waves 4 and 5 (n=11,801). This sample (n=7522) 

was selected because these participants met the criteria for the study as they were young people 

aged 16-18 and were following a post-16 qualification either at level 2 or level 3. Therefore, they 

are the group most relevant to the research questions and enabled a comparison of post-16 

students who were on a level 2 pathway with those who followed a level 3 pathway.  

Chi Square tests for independence were carried out on the Next Steps dataset determine if the 

study sample (n=7522) is representative of the larger Next Steps population (n=11,801) at waves 4 
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and 5. Three key demographic statistics were tested for independence, young person’s gender, 

ethnicity and their household NS-SEC. 

The Chi-square test for independence indicated a significant association (p<0.001) for gender, 

ethnicity and NS-SEC which, signifies that there were not equal proportions of these measures in 

the sub sample (n=7522) compared to the whole Next Steps data set (n=11801). However, it 

would not be expected that these characteristics would be in equal proportions to the whole data 

set and therefore generalisable to the whole population, because the remaining young people in 

the Next Steps data set (n=4279) follow a different pathway. For example, they may be not in 

education, employment or training (NEET) and therefore would not share the same key 

demographic characteristics (see Table 3.2). 

The Chi Square tests of independence identified that the study sample (n=7522) included a higher 

proportion of male participants, learners from a Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) background 

other than “Mixed” and parents in higher managerial occupations and vice versa (parents 

engaged in routine occupations). This finding is surprising as both boys and BME students 

experience educational disadvantage, but not learners whose parents hold professional 

occupations. Learners from these three backgrounds could be overrepresented in the study 

sample in comparison to the other learners in the Next Steps dataset because in wave four there 

was an ethnic boost of six hundred Black African and Black Caribbean young people. Moreover, 

this sample could have included a higher proportion of male participants with parents who hold 

professional positions.  

Table 3.2 Chi Square tests of independence on gender, ethnicity and NS-SEC of 

the Next Steps dataset waves 4 & 5 (n=11,801). 

Factor N Chi-square df p-value 
Phi or 

Cramers V 

Gender 10,412 30.258 1 <0.001 0.054 

Ethnicity 11,783 152.062 7 <0.001 0.114 

NS-SEC 11,112 377.441 38 <0.001 0.184 
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3.6.6 The study sample – post-16 learners on a level 2 and 3 pathway (waves 4 & 5) 

The analyses below describes the Next Steps study sample of post-16 students (n=7522) 

investigated in this study. It has been organised into three sections: young person’s 

demographics, young persons’ household and attitudes to education.  

3.6.7 Young person’s demographics at waves 4&5 (age 16-18) 

In the study sample 52.8% of the sample were female and 88.4% considered their mode of study 

level 3 (see Table 3.3). The largest ethnic group sampled was “White” (64.8%) with the second 

largest being Indian at 8.3%. Other ethnicities were also sampled, for example, “Mixed” (4.8%), 

“Pakistani” (6%), “Bangladeshi” (4.8%), “Black Caribbean” (4%), “Black African” (4.5%) and 

respondents who would class themselves as “Other” made up 2.8% of the total number of 

respondents (see Table 3.3). Those participants enrolled on level 2 courses made up 11.6% of the 

sub sample.  

Table 3.3- Young Person’s demographics (n=7522) 

  

Raw n 

% 
or 

mean± 
SD 

% 
missing 

N 
% 

or mean± 
SD 

Gender (n= 7522) 

Female  3969 52.8% - 3969 52.8% 

Male  3553 47.2% - 3553 47.2% 

Ethnicity (n=7511) 

White  4869 64.7% - 4877 64.8% 

Mixed 358 4.8% - 358 4.8% 

Indian 625 8.3% - 626 8.3% 

Pakistani  450 6% - 452 6% 

Bangladeshi  363 4.8% - 363 4.8% 

Black Caribbean 302 4% - 302 4% 

Black African 336 4.5% - 336 4.5% 

Other  208 2.8% - 208 2.8% 

Missing 11 - 0.1% - - 

Mode of study (n=7522) 

Level 3 6653 88.4% - 6653 88.4% 

Level 2 869 11.6% - 869 11.6% 
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3.6.7 Young persons’ household at waves 4&5 

Household information was gathered through a range of questions asked of the main parents, 

guardians or carer of the young person, such as parental age, highest level of qualification held by 

parent, total gross monthly household income and family’s socio-economic class according to the 

‘National Statistic’s Socio-economic Classification’ (NS-SEC). The NS-SEC is commonly used in the 

UK as a measure of class analysis (Rose et al., 2005, Giddens and Sutton, 2017). From the Next 

Steps dataset varied forms of NS-SEC are available. For example, mothers NS-SEC, father’s NS-SEC 

and household NS-SEC (grouped). In this study, household NS-SEC has been used to represent 

social class in line with Rothon (2007) and Thompson’s (2009) studies, as this measure is 

theoretically and practically superior to separate analysis based on mother or father alone 

(Rothon, 2007:314).    

Parental age ranged from 22 years to 80 years, with the mean age of the main parent being 46 

years.   In total there were eight categories for NS-SEC class, the largest group were “Lower 

managerial and professional occupations” at 27.3%. The second largest group were households 

who were “currently not working” at 20.5% and the third largest group were those in “semi-

routine” occupations at 11.74%. The gross monthly household income ranged from £216 to 

£4,333 (or more). The mean gross monthly income was recorded as between £2,167 to £3,032 

(see Table 3.4).  

A ‘degree or equivalent’ being the highest qualification held in the household was the largest 

group at 22.56%, followed by ‘GCSE grades A-C or equivalent’ at 21.47%. The third largest group 

were those with a ‘higher education below degree level’ (17.37%), closely followed by A Level (or 

equivalent) qualifications at 17.05% (see Table 3.4). 
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Table 3.4 - Young Person’s Household (n=7522) 

 Raw n 

% 

or mean± 

SD 

% 

missing 
N 

% 

or mean±  

SD 

Main parents' age  7360 46.14 2.2% 7522 46.13 

Gross Monthly Household Income  6167 
£2,167-

£3,032 
18% 7522 

£2,167-

£3,032 

NS-SEC (n=7041) 

Higher Managerial/Professional  720 9.6% - 755.7 10.1% 

Lower managerial/professional 1940 25.8% - 2054.1 27.3% 

Intermediate 605 8% - 643.4 8.55% 

Small employers  659 8.8% - 703.2 9.35% 

Lower supervisory 452 6% - 482 6.4% 

Semi routine 821 10.9% - 883.4 11.74% 

Routine 428 5.7% - 461.7 6.14% 

Not currently working 1416 18.8% - 1538.5 20.5% 

Missing 481 - 6.4% - - 

Lowest Qualification held by Main Parent (n=7400) 

Degree or equivalent 1677 22.3% - 1696.7 22.56% 

Higher education below degree level  
1287 17.1% - 1306.6 17.37% 

GCE A Level or equivalent 1266 16.8% - 1283.2 17.05% 

GCSE grades A-C or equivalent  1587 21.1% - 1615 21.47% 

Qualifications at Level 1 and below  330 4.4% - 334.7 4.45% 

Other Qualifications 157 2.1% - 160 2.13% 

No qualification 1096 14.6% - 1125.2 14.96% 

Missing 122 - 1.6% - - 

 

3.6.8 The attitudes to education of the young person and their main parent. 

When considering attitudes to education, four main areas were covered in the Next Steps dataset 

at waves 4&5 and these were: influences to staying in full time education, financial barriers to 

Higher Education (HE), the number of ways parents planned to support their young person in HE; 

and the total advantages and disadvantages to HE according to each young person. However, due 

to high percentages of missing scores (over 50%) it was not possible to use this data within 

statistical analyses, or even estimate (reliably) what these answers would have been via multiple 
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imputation (see Table 3.5). However, as this is a mixed methods sequential explanatory study, 

these variables informed aspects of the qualitative data collection phase 

Table 3.5: Attitudes to education (variables with large percentages of missing 

data, n=7522) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.6.9 Analytic Approach  

Descriptive statistics were used to analyse the level 2 learners (n=869 of n=7522) in the Next 

Steps dataset (waves 4 & 5). The descriptive analyses enabled an exploration of the level 2 

learner’s demographic information such as gender and ethnicity, as well as household 

information. Bivariate and multivariate logistic regression were used to analyse the sub sample 

(n=7522) from the Next Steps dataset at waves 4 & 5. Behavioural characteristics were examined 

both independently and together to determine this association with choice of study. The odds 

ratios were presented as percentages using the following formula (OR-1)*100 (explained in detail 

in Pollock, 2015; and in Agresti, 2002). These analyses were carried out to answer the first 

research question, ‘How do the demographics of young people (aged 16-18) who follow a level 2 

vocational pathway in England differ to those who follow a level 3 vocational pathway?’. 

In large longitudinal studies such as Next Steps, missing data is inevitable due to various reasons 

such as refusals and attrition. Enders (2003) states that a missing rate of 15%-20% is common in 

educational and psychological studies. Apart from the variables on attitudes to education which 

Attitudes to education n missing % missing 

Family & friends influenced YP to stay in FTE 7366 97.9% 

Teachers influenced YP to stay in FTE 7377 98.1% 

Financial barriers to HE: Level of tuition fees 5965 79.3% 

Financial barriers to HE: Living costs 5965 79.3% 

Financial barriers to HE: Level of debt 5965 79.3% 

Financial barriers to HE: Having to rely on parents 5965 79.3% 

Number of ways MP plans to support YP in HE 3208 42.6% 

Total advantages to HE 1620 21.5% 

Total disadvantages to HE 1620 21.5% 
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had large percentages of missing data (see Table 3.5), the sub sample (n=7522) had few variables 

with missing values (see Tables 3.3 and 3.4), nevertheless the missing data within these had to be 

addressed to retain sample size and representativeness. Through Little’s (1988) ‘Missing 

Completely at Random’ (M-CAR) test it was determined that the missing values were ‘missing 

completely at random’, therefore ‘multiple imputation’ was a suitable statistical technique to 

provide ‘best guess’ estimates to replace the missing scores.  

3.7 Phase 2: Qualitative Phase 

The qualitative phase used semi structured group interviews across a range of four broad subject 

areas: Business, ICT, Health and Social Care and Engineering. The themes which were explored 

were shaped by the gap in knowledge identified earlier in the literature review (see Chapter 2 for 

detailed discussion) and the results gained from the quantitative phase of the study (see Chapter 

4). 

3.7.1 Positionality of the researcher  

To help minimise the impact of researcher bias, encourage openness and facilitate novel 

phenomena (Cohen et al., 2007) an approach of ‘deliberate naivety’ (Denscombe, 2010:174) was 

adopted. This was so the researcher could put aside any presuppositions and assume the role of 

‘the stranger’ (Schulz, 1962) thus enabling them to understand how these young people go about 

making decisions and make sense of the options available to them. Researcher bias was also 

minimised by using broad, open-ended questions, this approach allowed participants to freely 

express themselves (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2004:275). Moreover, the semi-structured 

questions were used as a method of discovery (Denscombe, 2010: 182) and the prompts were 

used to provide loose guidance so that the researcher could ask for clarification when needed, to 

support the collection of rich data. 
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3.7.2 The Further Education College  

The identification of a suitable college was critical in enabling the researcher to access a wide 

range of level 2 courses and participants. The process of identifying a college, finding access to 

relevant staff and the recruitment of participants was both lengthy and challenging. The 

researcher faced personal constraints such as limited time and access to relevant gatekeepers as 

well as constraints on behalf of potential colleges where they questioned their role within the 

research and the amount of time they would have to dedicate to it.   

The researcher identified three potential Colleges based on their range of vocational courses at 

level 2 and sent out an email to the Principals, outlining the study, ethical approval from 

Southampton University, time frame and the commitment that would be needed from them. Two 

Colleges rejected the study on the basis that they did not have enough time to dedicate to the 

study. One College did not reply; after placing a follow up call to the Principal’s personal assistant, 

the researcher was introduced to the Assistant Principal who was responsible for Teaching and 

Learning. Following a face-to-face meeting with the Assistant Principal, the researcher had the 

opportunity to explain the study and approval was granted from the ‘Gatekeeper’ (Homan, 2001), 

on the condition that a copy of the ethical approval from Southampton University was provided 

and that parental consent would also be gained before interviewing takes place. To enable buy-in 

from the staff, the Assistant Principal held an initial meeting with the Heads of Subject (HOS) of 

the vocational areas identified by the researcher (ICT, Business, Health and Social Care and 

Engineering) to gain their approval. Following the agreement in principle, the researcher met with 

the HOS’s and set up a pilot study.  

The establishment where the qualitative data collection took place was a general further 

education college in Hampshire, with approximately 4,900 students in 2017. The College provides 

career focused courses, apprenticeships and education for young people and adults. 

Approximately 493 students aged 16-18 were following a level 2 vocational route in 2017, with 

the largest subject areas being motor vehicle, engineering, construction, media and early year’s 
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education. The most recent Ofsted inspection which took place in 2017 identified the College as 

‘requires improvement’ in all areas. However, the report also stated that the majority of students 

who studied vocational subjects had the opportunity to develop good practical skills and 

knowledge, and they benefited from good-quality, impartial careers advice to help them plan 

their future careers and progression. As a result, the majority of students progress to positive 

destinations that include further and higher education, apprenticeships and employment. This 

college was suitable for the study as it offered a wide range of vocational courses for 16-18 year 

old learners at various levels (including level 2).  

3.7.3 Pilot Study  

The first pilot study took place at the Further Education College in Hampshire, where a total of 8 

one to one semi structured interviews took place, across a range of broad vocational subjects: 

Business,  Engineering, and Health and Social Care (see Table 3.6).  The pilot study enabled the 

researcher to refine their interveiwing technique and identify any problems in the way data is 

being collected.  

Table 3.6  Semi structured one to one interview pilot study  

 Age 
Gender 

Code 
Female Male 

Business 16-18 1 1 BS 

Engineering 16-18 1 2 ENG 

Health & Social Care 16-18 3 0 HSC 

 

Whilst transcribing the initial interviews from the pilot study and completing initial analysis of the 

pilot interviews the researcher believed that the data was not ‘rich’ and ‘exploratory’ enough to 

answer the research questions. Following continued research into qualitative interview 

techniques the researcher decided upon semi structured group interviews as Yin (2011:142) 

states that group interviews can be more desirable in situations where participants are youngsters 

and may be more likely to express themselves in a group situation. Therefore, the researcher 

made the decision to implement group interviews as the data collection method for the second 

phase of the study.  
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A subsequent pilot study was carried out to ensure that the new prompts for the group format 

were sufficient to collect the data to answer the research questions (see Table 3.7). Following the 

transcription of the group interview (see Appendix 9 for example transcription), the researcher 

believed that this format provided participants the opportunity to express themselves in more 

depth as they felt more comfortable alongside their peers than a one to one interview with the 

researcher.  

Table 3.7 Semi structured group interview pilot study  

Business 
Age 

Gender 
Code 

Male Female 

16-16 3 2 BS 

  

Group interviewing 

Group interviewing is when the researcher works with several participants concurrently (Punch & 

Oancea, 2014:186), contrastingly focus groups are a type of group interview. More recently the 

term ‘focus group’ is used interchangeably with ‘group interviews’ (see Punch & Oancea, 

2014:186; Robson, 2002:283). For the purpose of this study, the term ‘group interview’ will be 

used.  

The ‘hallmark’ of this type of data collection is creating the opportunity so that participants can 

interact and produce data that would be less accessible without this level of interaction (Morgan, 

1998:12). For example, a group interview could give participants the confidence to voice their 

views, motives and reasons, thus making this an attractive method for gathering data in studies 

which are trying to explore aspects of people’s behaviour (Punch & Oancea, 2014:186).    

Moreover, Rubin and Rubin (2012:3) state that through interviews researchers are able to, 

explore perspectives other than their own and ‘reconstruct events [the researcher] has never 

experienced’   This is of particular importance to this study as the qualitative data collection does 

not only provide contextual understanding to the statistical analyses of the Next Steps dataset but 

also enables the researcher to understand post-16 learners’ perspectives of choice influencers 
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and the factors that shape their future-plans. Punch and Oancea (2014:186) corroborate this 

view, as they state that group interviews are becoming more common in mixed methods research 

as they can be used in conjunction with surveys to ‘flesh out’ views and information on topics 

surveyed (Punch & Oancea, 2014:186).    

Additionally, group interviews are recommended if the researcher believes that the participants 

are more likely to express themselves more readily in a group situation compared to a solo 

interview, for example young people (Yin, 2011:142). Thus, giving more weight to conducting 

group interviews with 16-18 year old level 2 learners in each subject area compared to one to one 

interviews. However, the researcher will need to use different skills sets when interviewing 

different age groups (Krueger & Casey, 2015). For example, the role of the researcher in group 

interviews changes from ‘interviewer’ to ‘facilitator’ or ‘moderator’ as they will be ‘facilitating 

moderating, monitoring and recording group interaction’ (Punch & Oancea, 2014:186). In addition 

to this it has been noted that a certain skills set will also be needed when interviewing different 

age groups specifically young people, (Krueger & Casey, 2015:188).  For example, the age range of 

participants has been highlighted as a key issue which should be considered when planning the 

group interviews. The accepted rule according to Krueger & Casey (2015:188) is to have an age 

range of no more than two years, as young people change a great deal for example their interests, 

experiences and socialisation can be dramatically different (ibid). Therefore, the age range of 16-

18 years old was stipulated as a main criteria for the selection of participants, which meant that 

they would not exceed the two year ‘rule’. Furthermore, it is also accepted that after the age of 

14-15 young people are less affected by gender differences and are better at listening and sharing 

views (Krueger & Casey, 2015:190).   Therefore, the participants were only selected based on their 

age and qualification they were studying.  

Another factor that Krueger & Casey (2015:189) recommend for a successful group interview with 

young people, is to get them to talk to each other so that they feel at ease and to enable them to 

communicate in different ways, for example through art, drama, pictures, music and fantasies. 

They suggest spending 10-15 minutes on a conversational topic at the start of the session to gain 
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young people’s interest and then to move into guiding the participants towards the study. A 

powerful type of questioning can be to ask young people to act out the answers, tell stories, or 

use projective questions. Therefore, the researcher designed the interviews so that the learners 

had an opportunity to reflect on their course choice and then work as a group to complete a 

Diamond 9 activity (see Appendix 6: Interview schedule) where they ranked the sources of 

influence, giving them the opportunity to talk through their reasons for doing so. As the interview 

topics were related to their past choices and attitudes to education it grasped the participant’s 

interest and enabled a comfortable and relaxed environment in which to convey their feelings. 

Furthermore, the questions avoided the opportunity to be answered with a single word or phrase 

as they were very open ended and required the participants to reflect. 

A digital voice recorder was used to collect all the group interviews, the researcher also took 

notes as the group interviews progressed to enable them to identify any emerging themes or 

prompts for which they may want clarification on at a later point in the interview. After each set 

of interviews, the researcher listened to the data and produced full transcripts verbatim, even 

including any laughter, hesitation or pauses. The recordings were then replayed and checked 

against the transcript to ensure they were accurate. 

3.7.4 Participant Recruitment  

Participant recruitment plays a significant role in mixed method research as it is linked to the 

study design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007; Kemper, Stringfield, & Teddlie, 2003).  It is generally 

accepted that the number of participants in a quantitative study will be larger than that of the 

qualitative study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). In mixed method 

sequential designs data collection is dependent, with one form of data adding to or building on 

another. In this sequential explanatory design, the qualitative data builds on and provides more 

detail about the quantitative results.  

Patton (2002) states that in qualitative research there are no strict criteria in regards to the 

minimum or maximuim number of participants to recruit. However, the  the group of participants 
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that are gathered must be selected purposefully and consciously chosen in respect to the overall 

aims of the study. As Creswell (2015:76-77) states, when participant recruitment is purposeful the 

researcher will have a sample of participants who can best help the researcher to understand the 

‘central phenomenon’, once this occurs the researcher should cease collecting data as saturation 

will have ensued.  

This study used the purposeful recruitment strategy ‘maximal variation sampling’ where a diverse 

range of individuals were chosen from a range of four level 2 courses where the expectation was 

that they would hold different perspectives on the central phenomenon. Four level 2 subject 

areas were chosen: Information Technology, Business, Health and Social Care and Engineering. 

These subject areas remain popular level 2 courses, in 2016 approximately one third (30.2%) of 

post-16 learners enrolled on level 2 courses had chosen one of these courses nationally (DfE, 

2018). Therefore, the researcher believed the learners from these areas would provide a wide and 

representative view of level 2 vocational courses. Within these subject areas participants were 

again chosen purposively with the help of college tutors, to represent the diversity of post-16 

level 2 students. The criteria for selection was that participants were aged between 16-18 years 

and enrolled on a level 2 vocational course this was so that their views reflected their diverse 

experiences and therefore provided a ‘complex picture of the phenomenon’ (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2011:173-174).   

The participants were drawn from 110 students were enrolled on a level 2 vocational course 

across the four subject areas. Purposive sampling allowed participants to be selected on the basis 

of personal attributes that were relevant to the purpose of the research (Denscombe, 2010:182). 

Interviews were conducted towards the end of their course to give participants sufficient time to 

adjust to their new learning environment and the opportunity to refelct on their experiences of 

the course and FE college environment. The participants were acknowledged as young adults and 

thus consent was intially gained from them as per the univeristy ethical guidelines. However, 

because some of the participants were under 18 years old and to conform with the guidelines set 
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out by the Principal of the college, informed consent was also received from the parents and/or 

guardians thus providing transparency about the aims of the research (see Appendix 5).  

The semi-structured group interviews were used to capture participants’ experiences and 

perceptions of broad level 2 vocational courses. The participants were asked to complete a short 

questionnaire about themselves and parent’s occupations (see Appendix 7). For the group 

interviews they were asked to assume pseudonyms to provide anonymity and were briefed 

regarding confidentiality and possibility of withdrawing at any time in the process. This created an 

atmosphere of trust within the group where participants felt able to easily express themselves 

(Denscombe, 2010:182) and thus supported the production of rich data. The group interviews 

also allowed participants to formulate ideas amongst themselves as ‘knowledge is being 

constructed between participants’ (Cohen et al., 2007:267), which would be unattainable outside 

of a group scenario (ibid) and provided further guards against researcher bias. This relatively 

unstructured approach encouraged authenticity and helped produce honest responses (Cohen et 

al., 2007). This level of authenticity may have been less accessible through more structured 

approaches (Punch 2005:171). In this way, participants were enabled to provide personalised, 

situated responses and to express their understanding and experiences of broad level 2 vocational 

qualifications. 
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Table 3.9 The achieved sample of young people across level 2 vocational subjects2 

 Age Gender Ethnicity 
Parental occupation 

School attainment 
Mother Father 

Engineering 

John 16 Male White Teaching assistant 
Oil refinery 

mechanic 
GCSE English 

Carl 18 Male White Psychologist Jack of all trades 
GCSE English & 

Science 

Mudaser 18 Male Pakistani House wife BT Engineer GCSE Maths 

Thalente 17 Male Black African Nurse Don’t know None 

Kareem 17 Male Bangladeshi 
Retail shop 

assistant 

Restaurant 

owner 
BTEC Business 

Lucy 17 Female White Personal Assistant  Marine engineer GCSE Science 

Business 

Hannah 16 Female White Legal secretary Civil engineer GCSE English 

Emily 16 Female White Cashier in bank Self employed GCSE Business 

Charlie 17 Male White 
Primary school 

teacher 
IT manager BTEC HSC 

Jen 16 Female Indian School cook Surveyor GCSE Maths 

Sarah 16 Female White Admin assistant 
Construction 

manager 
None 

Ally 18 Male White 
Special needs 

teacher 
Personal trainer None 

Health and Social Care (HSC) 

Shannon 17 Female White Bus driver Plumber GCSE HSC 

Lauren 18 Female White Hairdresser Builder GCSE Science 

Kyra 17 Female Black Caribbean Nurse Don’t know GCSE Photography 

James 17 Male White Social worker Truck driver 
GSCE Food Tech & 

French 

Aries 17 Female White Beautician Factory worker GCSE English 

Geraldine 17 Female White Postal worker Don’t know GCSE ICT 

Suki 17 Female Indonesian Nail technician Carpenter  
BTEC Child 

Development 

Information Communication Technology (ICT) 

Gindy 18 Female Indian Data entry clerk Lawyer GCSE Maths & ICT 

Matt 16 Male Chinese Shop keeper Courier BTEC ICT 

Sunil 17 Male Indian Waitress 
Restaurant 

owner 
None 

Raie 17 Female White Dental hygienist Optometrist 
GCSE History & 

Maths 

Amir 17 Male Afghan House wife 
Electrical goods 

supplier 

GCSE Maths & 

Business 

Farrell 18 Male Black African Midwife Teacher 
BTEC Business & 

ICT 

 

                                                           
2 All names are pseudonyms  
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3.7.5 Qualitative data analysis methods 

When raw data has been collected through the interviewing process, the data has to be analysed 

in a way which leads the researcher to clear and convincing answers to the research questions 

(Rubin and Rubin, 2012:190). The qualitative data analysis was guided by a grounded theory 

approach using thematic analysis.  

Thematic analysis is a ‘method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within 

data’ (Braun and Clark, 2006:6). Themes are identified throughout the entire dataset rather than 

within a data item such as one interview. What identifies as a theme has been described as 

‘something important about the data in relation to the research question and represents some 

level of patterned response or meaning within the data set’ (ibid, 2006:10). There are six phases 

to thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006), which have been adapted for this study (see Table 

3.9).  

These phases were used as a guide to enable the researcher to analyse the group interview 

transcripts to identify themes and enable the researcher to develop a narrative for the discussion 

and integrate the findings with the quantitative results. The process of data analysis was as 

follows, data was analysed through extensive coding using the software NVivo, allowing key 

themes to emerge. The data extracted from the group interviews were initially coded to identify 

broad themes. The full dataset was then re-analysed to establish whether there were any new 

emerging themes or any regular and recurring themes across all interviews. However, attention 

was also given to pertinent themes that were unique to a single interview (Cohen et al., 

2007:371). Subsequently, a process of categorisation was used to create principal codes for each 

group of themes (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2004:479). The data from the group interviews 

produced eight overarching themes which addressed the final two research questions (see 

Section 2.4, Research aims and questions). The themes have been categorised based on the 

research question they apply to and are discussed in detail in the results chapters (see Results 

Chapters four and five).     
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Table 3.9- Phases of thematic analysis (adapted from Braun and Clarke, 2006) 

Phases Description 

Phase 1 
Familiarising yourself 

with the data 

The researcher is required to immerse themselves in 

the data in an active way. This involves transcribing, 

reading and re-reading the data, whilst searching for 

meanings and patterns. Note taking of possible 

themes and codes will help in subsequent phases. 

Phase 2 Generating initial codes 

During this phase, the researcher will produce initial 

codes (a code identifies a feature of the data). The 

researcher should code for as many themes or 

patterns as possible. 

Phase 3 Searching for themes 

This phase involves sorting all the codes into potential 

themes and collating all the relevant coded extracts 

within the identified themes. 

Phase 4 Reviewing themes 

Once a set of ‘candidate themes’ have been identified, 

the researcher will now look to refine those themes as 

not all of them will be themes e.g. if there is not 

enough data to support them or if two themes would 

be better off being merged. There are two levels:  

Level 1- reviewing the collated extracts to see if they 

form a coherent pattern 

Level 2- Reading and re-reading the entire dataset to 

consider the validity of each theme in relation to the 

data set. 

Phase 5 
Defining and naming 

themes 

During this phase the researcher should ‘define and 

refine’ the themes, this means capturing the essence 

of each theme and working out how that fits into the 

overall ‘story’ of the research. During the refinement 

process, it is important to identify if there are any sub-

themes as this will provide structure. 

Phase 6 Producing the report 

This phase involves the final analysis and write up of 

the report. It is important that the write up included 

vivid examples or extracts to capture the theme, 

whilst being embedded in an analytical narrative. 

 

3.8 Summary 

This chapter has outlined the theoretical framework, pragmatism, and discussed why it is suited 

to the study. The mixed methods approach, quanitative and qualitative methods have been 

explained in detail and the validity, reliability and ethical considerations of the choice of method 
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were explained. Sample size, data collection methods, data analysis and the limitations of a mixed 

methods framework have also been explored.   

The next chapter presents the quantiative results of the first phase of the study where statitical 

analyses such as descriptives, bivariate and multivarite logistic regression were used.   
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Chapter 4 Quantitative Results: Research question 1 

4.1 Key findings  

The sample of learners following a level 2 (n=869) and level 3 pathway (n=7522) was analysed 

using descriptive statistics, bivariate logistic regression and multivariate logistic regression.  

Descriptive statistics of post-16 level 2 learners  

• 46.7% of learners identified as female.  

• The three largest ethnicity groups were, “White” (73.5%), “Black Caribbean” (6.11%) and 

“Pakistani” (5.55%).  

• Over a quarter (26.4%) of the main parents identified as “not currently working”, with the 

second largest group being “lower managerial/professional” (18.73%). 

• One third of the main parents sampled held “GCSE grades A-C or the equivalent” as their 

highest qualification (31.19%). One fifth held no qualifications (20.45%) as their highest 

qualifications and 20.25% held GCE A Levels or the equivalent. 

Bivariate logistic regression analysis 

• ‘Female’ as a predictor was statistically significant. Post-16 female learners had 24%3 

higher odds of being enrolled on a level 2 course.  

• Ethnicity as a predictor was also statistically significant where ‘White’ was the reference 

ethnicity. The odds of being enrolled on a level 2 course were 67.6% lower for post-16 

learners from an ‘Indian’ ethnicity compared to those from ‘White’ ethnicities.  

• Main parent’s age as a predictor was statistically significant, indicating that as main 

parents age increases by one year the odds of post-16 learners being enrolled on a level 2 

course was 2.3% lower each time. 

                                                           
3 The odds ratio is presented as a percentage using this formula (OR-1)*100. This method of presenting odds 

ratio is explained in, Pollock, P. (2015) A Stata Companion to Political Analysis, Sage, 3rd Edition, p170 and 

commonly used in, Agresti, A, (2002) Categorical Data Analysis, Wiley-Interscience, 2nd Edition, p52 and 

p170 
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• As main parent’s income increases by one point the odds of post-16 learners being 

enrolled on a level 2 course is 7.4% lower.  

• The general trend for family socio-economic class (NS-SEC) showed that as family NS-SEC 

decreased, the odds of post-16 learners being enrolled on a level 2 course increased. This 

trend was also true for the ‘highest qualification’ variable.  

Multivariate logistic regression analysis  

• Gender as a predictor was statistically significant (p<0.001).  Females had 40.7%4 higher 

odds of being enrolled on a level 2 course compared to males.   

• Five ethnicities were statistically significant (p<0.001) compared to the “White” reference 

category: ‘Indian’, ‘Pakistani’, ‘Bangladeshi’, ‘Black African’ and ‘Other’ and they all had 

significantly lower odds of being enrolled on a level 2 course.  

• The measure ‘family NS-SEC’ was not statistically significant (p>0.05) in the multivariate 

model; the general trend showed that as family NS-SEC decreased, post-16 learners had 

higher odds of being enrolled on a level 2 course. 

• All categories in the ‘highest qualification held in household’ were statistically significantly 

(p<0.001) in comparison to the reference category ‘degree or equivalent’.  

  

                                                           
4 The odds ratio is presented as a percentage using this formula (OR-1)*100. This method of presenting 
odds ratio is explained in, Pollock, P. (2015) A Stata Companion to Political Analysis, Sage, 3rd Edition, p170 
and commonly used in, Agresti, A, (2002) Categorical Data Analysis, Wiley-Interscience, 2nd Edition, p52 and 
p170  
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4.2 Introduction  

The results presented below have been derived from the Next Steps dataset (waves 4&5). They 

address research question 1 ‘How do the demographics of young people (aged 16-18) who follow 

a level 2 vocational pathway in England differ to those who follow a level 3 vocational pathway?’ 

and are organised presenting the descriptive analyses first (for n=869 post-16 level 2 learners; 

Section 4.3), followed by a presentation of bivariate and multivariate logistic regression (for all 

n=7522 participants; Section 4.4 and 4.5).  

4.3 Descriptive Statistics of post-16 level 2 learners (n=869) in the Next Steps dataset 

(waves 4 & 5). 

Descriptive analyses were conducted on the Post-16 level 2 learners (n=869) in the study sample 

(n=7522) from the Next Steps dataset (waves 4 & 5) in order to examine who these post-16, level 

2 learners were. The analyses are presented across two tables: differences between young people 

(Table 4.1) and differences between the young people’s households (Table 4.2).  

Looking at the results shown in Table 4.1 first: The gender divide for the level 2 learners was fairly 

even with 46.7% of learners identifying as female. The three largest ethnicity groups for the level 

2 learners (n=869) were, “White” (73.5%), “Black Caribbean” (6.11%) and “Pakistani” (5.55%).  
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Table 4.1 Post-16 level 2 learners demographics (n= 869) 

 Raw n 
% 

or mean± 
SD 

Gender (n= 869) 

Female 406 46.7% 

Male 463 53.3% 

Ethnicity (n=869) 

White 639 73.5% 

Mixed 33.3 3.83% 

Indian 29.2 3.36% 

Pakistani 48.2 5.55% 

Bangladeshi 26 2.99% 

Black Caribbean 53.1 6.11% 

Black African 29.1 3.35% 

Other 11.1 1.28% 

 

Looking at the results shown in Table 4.2 second: The main parent of the young person following 

a level 2 route had a mean age of 45 years and their gross monthly household income ranged 

from £1,733 to £2,166. Over a quarter (26.4%) of the main parents of level 2 learners identified as 

“not currently working”. With the second largest group being “lower managerial/professional” 

(18.73%). One third of the main parents sampled for level 2 learners held “GCSE grades A-C or the 

equivalent” as their highest qualification (31.19%). Additionally, one fifth of main parents for level 

2 learners held no qualifications (20.45%) as their highest qualifications and 20.25% held GCE A 

Levels of equivalent (see Table 4.2). 
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Table 4.2 Post-16 level 2 learners household (n=869) 

 Raw n 
% 

or mean± SD 

Main parents' age 
869 

(range 22-72 years) 
45 years old 

SD 9.059 

Total Gross Monthly Income (main parent) 869 
£1,733-£2,166 

SD 4.374 

Family’s NS-SEC (n=869) 

Higher Managerial/Professional 30.7 3.53% 

Lower managerial/professional 162.8 18.73% 

Intermediate 78.6 9% 

Small employers 93.1 10.71% 

Lower supervisory 71.5 8.23% 

Semi routine 117.2 13.49% 

Routine 85.4 9.83% 

Not currently working 229.7 26.4% 

Highest Qualification held in household (n=843) 

Degree or equivalent 45.7 5.26% 

Higher education below degree level 101 11.62% 

GCE A Level or equivalent 176 20.25% 

GCSE grades A-C or equivalent 271 31.19% 

Qualifications at Level 1 and below 70.5 8.11% 

Other Qualifications 27.1 3.12% 

No qualification 177.7 20.45% 

 

4.4 Bivariate Logistic Regression Analysis: How do post-16 level 2 learners compare to 

those studying level 3 qualifications? 

Six bivariate logistic regression models were run to assess the impact of the six background 

characteristics relating to young people and their families (presented in Tables 4.1 and 4.2) on the 

likelihood that post-16 learners from the Next Steps dataset, waves 4 and 5 (n=7522) would be 

enrolled on a level 2 course. The bivariate logistic regression models provide information on the 

percentage of variance in the dependent variable explained by each of the six individually 

considered background characteristics (see Table 4.3). Additionally, all six bivariate logistic 

regression models were able to correctly classify 88.4% of cases (see Table 4.3). 
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Table 4.3 Pseudo R Squared and percentage of cases correctly classified for the six bivariate 

logistic regression models 

 

Considering next the bivariate associations returned from the six bivariate logistic regression 

models, these are again presented in the order of: 1. Characteristics of young people; 2. 

Characteristics of the young people’s families.  Results are presented in Table 4.4.   

Considering first how the characteristics of young people were statistically associated with the 

likelihood of post-16 students following a level 2 pathway: , ‘Female’ as a predictor was 

statistically significant, chi square (df 1, n=7522) =14.380, p<0.001, indicating that post-16 female 

learners had 24%5 higher odds of being enrolled on a level 2 course. Ethnicity as a predictor was 

also statistically significant, chi square (df 18, n=7522) =91.026, p<0.001 where ‘White’ was the 

reference ethnicity.  The odds of being enrolled on a level 2 course were 67.6% lower for post-16 

learners from an ‘Indian’ ethnicity compared to those from ‘White’ ethnicities. Moreover, those 

post-16 learners who identified as ethnically ‘Other’ had 63.1% lower odds of being enrolled on a 

level 2 course compared to the “White” reference category. 

Considering second how the characteristics of young people’s families were statistically 

associated with the likelihood of post-16 students following a level 2 pathway: Main parent’s age 

                                                           
5 The odds ratio is presented as a percentage using this formula (OR-1)*100. This method of presenting odds 

ratio is explained in, Pollock, P. (2015) A Stata Companion to Political Analysis, Sage, 3rd Edition, p170 and 

commonly used in, Agresti, A, (2002) Categorical Data Analysis, Wiley-Interscience, 2nd Edition, p52 and 

p170 

The six background characteristics featuring in their own 
bivariate logistic regression where they predict likelihood of 

being enrolled on a level 2 course 

Pseudo R Squared 

% of cases 
correctly 
classified 

Cox and 
Snell 

Nagelekerke 

Female 0.002 0.004 88.4% 

Ethnicity (reference category=White) 0.011 0.021 88.4% 

Main parents age 0.010 0.019 88.4% 

Total gross monthly income for main parent 0.019 0.037 88.4% 

Family’s NS-SEC (reference category=Higher managerial) 0.018 0.035 88.4% 

Highest qualification held in household (reference 
category=Degree) 

0.036 0.074 88.4% 
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as a predictor was statistically significant, chi square (df 1, n=7522) =73.487, p< 0.001, indicating 

that as main parents age increases by one year the odds of post-16 learners being enrolled on a 

level 2 course was 2.3% lower each time (see Table 4.4). Additionally, main parents’ income as a 

predictor was also statistically significant, chi square (df 1, n=7522) =145.501, p<0.001, indicating 

that as main parent’s income increases by one point the odds of post-16 learners being enrolled 

on a level 2 course is 7.4% lower. Family NS-SEC as a predictor was statistically significant, chi 

square (df 7, n=7522) =135.110, p< 0.001. The reference category was ‘higher managerial’ and the 

general trend showed that as family NS-SEC decreased, the odds of post-16 learners being 

enrolled on a level 2 course increased. For example, households who placed themselves in the 

‘routine’ and ‘not currently working’ NS-SEC category, had 329% and 238% (respectively), higher 

odds of having post-16 learners enrolled on a level 2 course compared to those who were in the 

reference category (see Table 4.4). These two NS-SEC categories account for 36.23% of 

households (n=869) with learners enrolled on level 2 courses (see Table 4.2). This trend was also 

true for the highest qualification held in household. As the highest qualification decreased the 

odds of being enrolled on a level 2 course increased. This measure was a statistically significant 

predictor, chi square (df 6, n= 7522) = 288.746, p<0.001. Approximately three quarters (71.89%) 

of households who had post-16 learners enrolled on level 2 courses (n=869) stated that the 

highest qualification in their household was ‘GCE A Level or equivalent’ (20.25%), ‘GCSE grades A-

C or equivalent’ (31.19%) or ‘no qualification’ (20.45%), (see Table 4.2). According to this model, 

the odds of main parents in these categories of having post-16 learners enrolled on a level 2 

course was significantly higher, 423%, 556% and 507% (respectively) than those main parents who 

had a ‘degree or equivalent’.  
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Table 4.4: Bivariate logistic regression using measures relating to the young person, the young 

person’s main parent and household to predict the likelihood of post-16 students following a 

level 2 pathway. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Independent variables B S.E P 
Odds 
ratio 

95.0% C.I for 
Odds Ratio 

Lower Upper 

Female 0.274 0.072 <0.001 0.76 0.66 0.876 

Ethnicity (reference category=White) 

Mixed -0.397 0.188 >0.05 0.673 0.467 0.97 

Indian -1.126 0.195 <0.001 0.324 0.221 0.475 

Pakistani -0.233 0.159 >0.05 0.792 0.581 1.081 

Bangladeshi -0.664 0.208 >0.05 0.515 0.342 0.774 

Black Caribbean 0.345 0.157 >0.05 1.412 1.037 1.921 

Black African -0.466 0.199 >0.05 0.627 0.425 0.927 

Other -0.996 0.313 <0.05 0.369 0.201 0.677 

Main parents age -0.023 0.003 <0.001 0.977 0.971 0.984 

Total gross monthly 
income for main parent 

-0.077 0.008 <0.001 0.926 0.911 0.941 

Family’s NS-SEC (reference category=Higher managerial) 

Lower 
managerial/professional 

1.218 0.197 <0.001 3.381 2.296 4.979 

Intermediate 1.457 0.221 <0.001 4.293 2.779 6.631 

Small employers 1.085 0.21 <0.001 2.96 1.961 4.469 

Lower supervisory 1.21 0.222 <0.001 3.354 2.171 5.182 

Semi routine 1.085 0.21 <0.001 2.96 1.961 4.469 

Routine 1.457 0.221 <0.001 4.293 2.779 6.631 

Not currently working 1.218 0.197 <0.001 3.381 2.296 4.979 

Highest qualification held in household (reference category=Degree) 

Higher education below 
degree level 

1.031 0.179 <0.001 2.804 1.974 3.982 

GCE A Level or 
equivalent 

1.654 0.168 <0.001 5.227 3.758 7.27 

GCSE grades A-C or 
equivalent 

1.881 0.162 <0.001 6.557 4.774 9.007 

Qualifications at level 1 
and below 

2.159 0.198 <0.001 8.662 5.879 12.761 

Other Qualifications 1.861 0.261 <0.001 6.431 3.858 10.719 

No qualification 1.804 0.169 <0.001 6.071 4.356 8.461 
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4.5 Multivariate Logistic Regression Analysis – How do post-16 level 2 learners compare 

to those studying level 3 qualifications? 

The descriptive statistics and bivariate logistic regression provide only a starting point to 

understanding who the post-16 level 2 learners are compared to their level 3 peers.  The 

relationship between the six characteristics and level 2 vs. level 3 learning needs to be considered 

simultaneously for a more accurate understanding.  This simultaneous consideration was 

achieved via the use of a single multivariate logistic regression analyses. Background 

characteristics that were statistically significant in the bivariate logistic regression models were 

entered into the multivariate logistic regression model to assess their joint effect on the likelihood 

that post-16 respondents would be enrolled on a level 2 course. The model revealed that five of 

these predictors were statistically significant (p<0.001), apart from highest qualification held in 

household (p>0.05). The Pearson (p<0.05) and Deviance (>0.999) chi square test indicated that 

the model fitted the data well (i.e. it was a suitable model to specify). The model explained 

between 6.6% (Cox and Snell R square) and 13% (Nagelkerke R squared) of the variance in the 

model (see Tables 4.5 and 4.6) 

Table 4.5 Likelihood ratio tests for the multivariate logistic regression model 

Independent variable Chi Squared Df Sig 

Female 20.702 1 <0.001 

Ethnicity 170.127 1 <0.001 

Main parent’s age 21.581 1 <0.001 

Total gross monthly income for main parent 26.929 7 <0.001 

Family’s NS-SEC 178.136 6 <0.001 

Highest qualification held in household 13.516 7 >0.05 

 

Table 4.6 Pseudo R Squared and goodness of fit for the multivariate logistic regression model  

Pseudo R Squared Goodness of Fit 

Cox and Snell Nagelkerke Pearson Deviance 

0.066 0.130 

Chi Sq.= 6557.337 Chi Sq.= 4383.779 

df = 6249 df= 6249 

Sig= <0.05 Sig= >0.999 
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Considering first how the characteristics of young people were statistically associated with the 

likelihood of post-16 students following a level 2 pathway: Gender as a predictor was statistically 

significant (p<0.001), in the multivariate logistic regression model.  Females had 40.7%6 higher 

odds of being enrolled on a level 2 course compared to males.  This is consistent with the results 

obtained from the bivariate logistic regression model. In the multivariate logistic regression model 

five ethnicities were statistically significant (p<0.001) compared to the ‘White’ reference category: 

‘Indian’, ‘Pakistani’, ‘Bangladeshi’, ‘Black African’ and ‘Other’ and they all had significantly lower 

odds of being enrolled on a level 2 course in (see Table 4.7). However, approximately three 

quarters (73.5%) of the level 2 learners (n=869) in the sub sample (n=7522) classified as ethnically 

‘White’ (see Table 4.1) and therefore had higher odds of being enrolled on a level 2 course.  

Considering second how the characteristics of young people’s families were statistically 

associated with the likelihood of post-16 students following a level 2 pathway: Main parent’s age 

was a statistically significant predictor (p<0.001) in both the bivariate and multivariate logistic 

regression models, indicating that as the main parent’s age increases by one year the odds of 

having post-16 children enrolled on level 2 courses decreased. However, the odds were lower 

(1.6%) in the multivariate model (see Table 4.7) compared to the bivariate model (see Table 4.4). 

Total gross monthly income for the main parent was also statistically significant (p<0.001) in the 

bivariate and multivariate logistic regression models, indicating that main parents with higher 

gross monthly incomes had lower odds of having post-16 children enrolled on level 2 courses. 

However, the odds were lower (5.3%) in the multivariate model (see Table 4.7) compared to the 

bivariate model (see Table 4.4). The measure ‘family NS-SEC’ was not statistically significant 

(p>0.05) in the multivariate model; the general trend showed that as family NS-SEC decreased, 

post-16 learners had higher odds of being enrolled on a level 2 course (see Table 4.7). In contrast 

all categories of NS-SEC were statistically significant in the bivariate model (see Table 4.4).  

                                                           
6 The odds ratio is presented as a percentage using this formula (OR-1)*100. This method of presenting 
odds ratio is explained in, Pollock, P. (2015) A Stata Companion to Political Analysis, Sage, 3rd Edition, p170 
and commonly used in, Agresti, A, (2002) Categorical Data Analysis, Wiley-Interscience, 2nd Edition, p52 and 
p170  
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In both the bivariate and multivariate logistic regression models all categories in the ‘highest 

qualification held in household’ were statistically significantly (p<0.001) in comparison to the 

reference category ‘degree or equivalent’. Overall the model indicates that as the highest 

qualification held in the household decreases the odds of post-16 learners being enrolled on a 

level 2 course increases. Approximately one third (31.19%) of post-16 level 2 respondents (n=869) 

from the sub sample (n=7522) were from households where the highest qualification was ‘GCSE 

grades A-C or equivalent’ (see Table 4.2), according to the multivariate logistic regression model, 

post-16 learners from these households had 389.4% higher odds of being enrolled on a level 2 

course compared to those learners from a household which held a ‘degree or equivalent’ as their 

highest qualification.  
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Table 4.7: Multivariate logistic regression using measures relating to the young person, their 
main parent and household to predict the likelihood of post-16 students following a level 3 
pathway. 

Independent variables B S.E P 
Odds 
ratio 

95.0% C.I for Odds 
Ratio 

Lower Upper 

Gender (Female) 0.341 0.075 <0.001 1.407 1.214 1.630 

Ethnicity (reference category=White) 

Mixed -0.470 0.195 >0.05 0.625 0.427 0.916 

Indian -1.617 0.202 <0.001 0.198 0.134 0.295 

Pakistani -0.975 0.178 <0.001 0.377 0.266 0.535 

Bangladeshi -1.598 0.230 <0.001 0.202 0.129 0.317 

Black Caribbean 0.062 0.165 >0.05 1.064 0.769 1.471 

Black African -0.872 0.212 <0.001 0.418 0.276 0.633 

Other -1.409 0.321 <0.001 0.244 0.130 0.458 

Main parents age -0.016 0.004 <0.001 0.984 0.977 0.991 

Total gross monthly income for main 
parent 

-0.052 0.011 <0.001 0.950 0.930 0.970 

Family’s NS-SEC (reference category=Higher Managerial) 

Lower managerial/professional 0.200 0.216 >0.05 1.221 0.798 1.869 

Intermediate 0.274 0.232 >0.05 1.316 0.834 2.074 

Small employers 0.435 0.231 >0.05 1.545 0.980 2.435 

Lower supervisory 0.442 0.235 >0.05 1.556 0.981 2.466 

Semi routine 0.226 0.225 >0.05 1.254 0.805 1.952 

Routine 0.598 0.240 >0.05 1.818 1.133 2.916 

Not currently working 0.519 0.216 >0.05 1.681 1.099 2.571 

Highest qualification held in household (reference category=Degree or equivalent) 

Higher education below degree level 0.868 0.181 <0.001 2.381 1.669 3.398 

GCE A Level or equivalent 1.409 0.174 <0.001 4.091 2.906 5.760 

GCSE grades A-C or equivalent 1.588 0.171 <0.001 4.894 3.498 6.848 

Qualifications at level 1 and below 1.861 0.210 <0.001 6.432 4.262 9.706 

Other Qualifications 1.785 0.276 <0.001 5.961 3.473 10.230 

No qualifications 1.935 0.194 <0.001 6.923 4.728 10.139 
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4.6 Summary 

In simple terms, the quantitative analyses of the Next Steps dataset (waves 4&5) demonstrates 

that factors relating to both the young person and their household are significant in shaping the 

pathway that post-16 learners followed. The multivariate logistic regression model highlighted 

that females of a ‘White’ ethnicity with younger parents, who have lower incomes and 

qualifications had higher odds of following a level 2 pathway. However, this model assumes that 

these are the only factors which contribute to post-16 decision-making and doesn’t account for 

other influences. For example, attitudes towards education, reasons for following level 2 

pathways, sources of advice and prior attainment. Therefore, the qualitative research (presented 

in chapters 5 and 6) was designed to consider such other factors which may influence decision-

making at post-16 and the extent of their influence in the decision-making process.   
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Chapter 5 - Qualitative Results: Research question 2 

5.1 Key findings 

The results from the semi structured group interviews presented a wide range of choice 

influences that have shaped young people’s level 2 vocational course choice. The four main 

themes presented in this chapter are the learner, significant choice influencers, external factors 

and technology. These themes could be categorised into different levels of context, the micro, 

meso and macro (Maurice et al., 1986) thus highlighting the interrelationship which exists 

between these factors. The key findings are summarised below.  

The Learner  

• The young people interviewed were keen to demonstrate autonomy in decision-making at 

post-16 which traditionally marked the start of adulthood. However, their degree of 

autonomy was influenced by many factors outside of their control. For example, parents, 

gender, timing and work experience.  

• Tensions and challenges still exist for young females trying to break into male dominated 

industries such as Engineering and Construction. Some of these tensions are bound by the 

young people’s own horizons for action which is inhibiting their choices.  

• For young people who do not have a role model in the specific industry, technology such 

as social media platforms (e.g. YouTube) is having a positive effect on expanding young 

people’s horizons for action as they could identify with the promotional material as being 

suitable for ‘someone like me’. 

• A lack of future planning was prevalent amongst the young people interviewed which 

could lead to contingent course choices as a lack of time can limit options.  

• Work experience changed the young people’s dispositions to help them better 

understand the world of work and the opportunities available within it. Thus, helping to 
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shape course choice as they could use the network of colleagues developed at work to 

further crystallise their pathway. 

Significant choice influencers  

• There was evidence of cross-class parental influence which worked in different ways. In 

the main, middle-class parents were more strategic and instrumental whereas working-

class parents were more concerned with short-term benefits of decisions. Moreover, 

working-class parents from BME backgrounds, were more likely to influence young 

people’s course choice in comparison to parents of ‘White’ young people from similar 

backgrounds. 

• Exposure to parental careers influenced the young person’s dispositions which largely 

contributed to young person’s career orientation. However, for young people who did not 

have good familial relationships or those whose parents lacked the social capital to advise 

their children. For example, immigrants, teachers were the first port of call for advice on 

course choices.  

• Teachers who were able to develop a good student-teacher rapport were more likely to 

be sought for advice and guidance regarding course choice and future-plans.  

• Careers advisors who provided tailored advice to the young person’s needs were viewed 

as a reliable source of guidance regarding course choice. However, more generic careers 

advice or a lack of specialist knowledge regarding course choices such as Engineering, 

meant that they were shunned as a source of guidance.   

External factors  

• Government policy such as raising of the participation age (RPA) have created wider social 

expectations of continuing with education, thus influencing course choice.  

• A lack of understanding of the implications of the RPA, amongst young people, their 

parents and teachers has led to more contingent choices at post-16. With more young 
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people choosing to stay in education despite aspirations to follow the apprenticeship 

route.    

Technology 

• Television and social media were course choice influencers, more specifically for those 

young people who were from working class backgrounds who did not have access to 

other sources of reliable information and guidance.   

• 24/7 access to technology such as social media has led to young people living in a virtual 

bubble where reality and fantasy merge. Thus, influencing course options as young 

people find it difficult to distinguish between objective reality and that which has become 

their reality through social media.  

• Those young people who could supplement the information obtained from technology 

with ‘hot’ knowledge from reliable networks such work colleagues were more discerning 

with the information obtained through these mediums. Thus, reducing the impact of 

technology as a choice influencer.   
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5.2 Introduction  

In this chapter the findings from the qualitative semi structured group interviews are presented in 

regard to the second research question, 'what are the factors that shape young people's (aged 16-

18) choices of level 2 vocational courses?'. This question focused on developing a more 

comprehensive understanding of the choice influences that impact young people (aged 16-18 

years) when selecting level 2 vocational courses.  

The semi structured group interviews were comprised of four broad questions designed to take 

the learner on a journey reflecting on how they chose their level 2 vocational course, through to 

how their experience of the course influenced their future decisions. To enable the researcher to 

better understand the importance of each choice influence on decision-making, a conceptual tool 

was incorporated in the semi structured group interviews that required the interviewed young 

people to grade the importance of each choice influence using a ‘diamond 9 ranking activity’ (see 

figure 5.1). This conceptual tool enabled participants to reflect on the level of influence each 

factor had and how they used them to make decisions regarding post-16 pathways.  The results 

from the diamond 9 ranking activity are summarised in Table 5.1.  
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Figure 5.1 Example of diamond 9 ranking activity from the Business group interviews (see 

Appendix 8 for other subject diamond 9 ranking activity)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.1 Summary of choice influences  

 
Most 

important 
Very Important Important Lesser importance 

Least 
Important 

Engineering 
Personal 
interest 

Family Employment Teachers Friends 
Personal 

characteristics 
Social 
media 

Careers 
advisors 

College 

Business 
Keeping 
yourself 
happy 

Financial 
aspect 
of the 
course 

Website 
Seeing 

the 
college 

School 
careers 
advisor 

Distance 
Parents 

influence 
School 

teachers 
Friends 

influence 

ICT 
Yourself 

Your 
future 

Range 
Facilities 

Your 
teacher 

Parents 
Family 

friends Social media 
The 

interviewer 
Work 

experience 
Familial 
pressure 

Health & 
Social Care 

Yourself Family 
School 

teachers 
TV 

Social 
media 

Talking to 
staff 

Careers 
teachers 

Work 
experience 

College 
website 
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Whilst this thesis has been written in the third person, due to the researcher's extensive 

experience with learners in this sector, the qualitative results chapters (see Chapters five and six) 

are written in the first person to enable me to reflect on my own experiences of working with 

young people in the post-16 educational landscape. Thus, providing a more contextualised 

understanding of these factors and their impact on course choice. Again, the names used in this 

chapter are all pseudonyms.  

5.3 The Learner 

The interviewed young people were keen to express that they had agency and autonomy in 

decision-making as a means of reaching self-actualisation as opposed to structural forces being a 

deciding factor.   In the diamond 9 ranking activity, all the interviewed young people chose 

‘themselves’ as the most important choice influencer in selecting a post-16 pathway. This section 

examines the factors that relate to the young people which influenced their course choice.  

Agency  

For many of the interviewed young people personal happiness was a key deciding factor in course 

choice even if it was at the expense of parental approval as demonstrated by Hannah who was 

from a ‘White’ middle class background,  

"keeping yourself happy definitely, I wouldn’t want to do a course just because my parents 

want me to do it, I only want to do it because I want to"  

Hannah, Business transcript, pg. 5:  

Additionally, by using autonomy as an expression of independence the interviewed young people 

rejected the notion that other people were turning the pages of their lives. Michael describes how 

his future aspirations influenced his course choice rather than external factors outside of his 

control such as, the raising of the participation age, thus demonstrating a strong locus of control,  

"umm I think what I wanted to do in the future was the most important thing that decided 

me to choose this course"  
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Michael, ICT transcript, pg. 5:154-155 

Whilst many participants accepted that they drew on the knowledge and experiences of other 

people in their lives, thus helping them to frame their decisions, they also took full responsibility 

for their decisions and were accountable for the path they had chosen. Geraldine and Suki both 

alluded to being the final decision makers, 

 “I made the decision myself. Didn’t ask anyone”  

Suki, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 4:127 

Despite, all subject groups choosing ‘yourself’ as the most important and influential factor in 

course choice, there were varying degrees of autonomy in the young people’s accounts of how 

they chose their course. Some of the interviewed young people demonstrated bounded agency, 

where other factors such as parental influence shaped their course choice.  For example, Mudaser 

and Thalente who were from BME working class backgrounds were heavily influenced by their 

mothers to follow the Engineering route. Whilst they both believed that they demonstrated 

agency in choosing their pathway, their emerging self-identities were shaped within the realms of 

parental aspiration. However, the results illustrated that the degree of individualisation amongst 

young people had less to do with social class but was more influenced by ethnicity. Hannah and 

Gindy the only two interviewed young people who were from middle-class backgrounds had 

contrasting degrees of agency in decision-making. Hannah was more confident in establishing her 

own person hood and based her decision to choose the Business course on both ‘hot and ‘cold’ 

knowledge, 

“family and friends try to influence you to do what they’re doing, I spoke to friends and 

they were trying to convince me to do Law with some of them and their college and my 

mum was trying to tell me to do hair and beauty but deep down that wasn’t what I 

wanted which is why speaking to the careers advisor helped me. We filled out a 

questionnaire and that showed you which career option would be best for you, so I 

definitely think the careers advisor is best because they’re unbiased” 
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  Hannah, Business transcript, pg. 11:380-385 

Therefore, work-related learning such as work experience and additional information from 

careers advisors such as, results from careers questionnaires enabled Hannah to make a more 

informed decision by supplementing ‘hot’ knowledge with ‘cold’. In contrast, Gindy was very 

much bounded by her parent’s aspirations and family expectations. Her personhood is identified 

within her familial habitus, 

“well I knew I wanted to do IT because my older cousins also did IT and now they’ve all got 

good jobs, so I thought that it would be good for me too, it kind of runs in our family” 

Gindy, ICT transcript, pg. 1: 22-23 

Hannah and Gindy both from middle class backgrounds are at two different ends of the spectrum 

in demonstrating agency in decision-making. Hannah, shows high degrees of individualisation with 

the ability to call on numerous types of knowledge to make her decision, whereas Gindy is 

fervently bound by family expectations in demonstrating agency. Thus, the results identify an 

intersection between social class and ethnicity. Those young people from BME working-class 

backgrounds were heavily bound by parental expectations and demonstrated agency within those 

realms despite it being outside some of their horizons for action. For example, Mudaser who was 

from a working-class background was hesitant to enrol on the Engineering course, however 

through his mother’s persistence accepted to do so. Subsequently he wanted to secure an 

apprenticeship in welding on completing his level 2 qualification, however following his mother’s 

advice he decided to enrol on the level 3 Engineering course and was considering applying to HE, 

despite his mum not being embedded in the HE field. A similar story was also true for Thalente 

and Amir who were both from working-class backgrounds, thus highlighting that those young 

people from BME backgrounds were more likely to bound by parental aspirations despite social 

class and in comparison, to those from ‘white’ ethnicities.   

On balance, the interviewed young people perceived and attributed a high degree of influence to 

their own agency in shaping their level 2 vocational course choice. This may be because the end of 
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formal schooling (at age 16) traditionally marked the start of adulthood and acted as a forced 

turning point for young people where they must evaluate multiple options in a short space of 

time. Therefore, taking the opportunity to demonstrate a high locus of control over decision-

making. Whilst this was an influential factor in helping them to decide on their post-16 pathway, 

there were many influences which shaped the young person’s learner biography and thus their 

degree of agency. These factors are explored further in this chapter.    

Emerging career dispositions 

Experiences and habits form dispositions, which frames decision-making. The interviewed young 

people referred to key experiences in their lives such as, gender, timing and planning and work 

experience, which contributed to developing their dispositions and thus influencing their level 2 

vocational course choice.  

Gender  

Dispositions surrounding gender boundaries was explored as a choice influencer shaping course 

selection by some of the interviewed young people. Whilst some described the challenges 

surrounding crossing gender boundaries, others explored how parents encouraged them to utilise 

their gender to enable them to enter certain industries.    

Lucy was from a working-class background and identified as ethnically ‘White’. She was the only 

female enrolled on the level 2 Engineering course. Lucy made the choice to study Engineering 

because she wanted to move away from the subject choices her peers had made, and she also 

enjoyed learning the practical hand skills. However, she was concerned that she would have 

difficulty breaking into the Engineering labour market because of her gender,  

“I looked at apprenticeships in Engineering, but they were really difficult to get. I think cos 

I’m a girl companies don’t really take my application seriously and don’t want to even 

interview me…well look around you I’m the only girl on this course and it’s the same in this 
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kind of work there’s not that many women. But I did find it cool that one of my teachers is 

a woman” 

Lucy, Engineering transcript, pg. 4: 108-112 

Whilst, Lucy had taken the first step in breaking the gender boundary by enrolling on a typically 

male dominated course she still could not see it within her horizon for action to secure an 

apprenticeship within that industry. Her only female role model in Engineering was her teacher 

who contributed to widening Lucy’s horizons for action by describing her own personal journey 

and supporting her in searching and applying for jobs and apprenticeships. However, finding 

information regarding women engineers in the Army was a turning point for Lucy as she realised 

that she could have a career as a female engineer, 

“I saw that they have loads of equal opportunities for women, they said that women get 

paid the same as the men and won awards for being good employers for women, that kind 

of thing” 

Lucy, Engineering transcript, pg. 12: 412-414 

The website reassured Lucy that a career in Engineering was within her horizon for action. Thus, 

changing her schematic beliefs which were based on her previous life experiences and illustrating 

that there were other people like her who had achieved success in that industry.  Lucy is trying to 

maintain her own selfhood, whist grappling with the challenge of fitting in. Thus, highlighting the 

tensions young people face when trying to break gender boundaries.  

Social networks were also influential in breaking gender boundaries. Sarah and Jen, both from 

‘White’ working-class backgrounds described how their fathers were in the construction industry.  

Sarah and Jen’s exposure to the construction industry had enabled them to gain an understanding 

of the nature of the work and the opportunities which exist in the industry,  

“my dad and some of my family work in construction and they all make good money there, 

so I can do that too. Also, there aren’t that many women in the industry which does make 
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it difficult but also I think that can be an opportunity too because you can show that 

women can do construction too” 

Sarah, Business transcript, pg. 4:116-119 

In contrast to Lucy, Sarah and Jen had role models in the industry who were had built up networks 

of colleagues who could help them to enter the industry,  

“nor did I really, I mean my dad knew that I wanted to go into construction and he said he 

could help me get work cos they’re all his mates” 

Sarah, Business transcript, 6: 174-175 

Therefore, breaking gender ideals for them was within their horizons for action as they had access 

to the social and cultural capital to enable them to do this. However, when the Construction 

course was cancelled by the College, Sarah and Jen were advised by the College to enrol on a 

Business course, which they did. Thus, moving into a more gender traditional course. The 

examples from Lucy, Sarah and Jen illustrate an intersection between gender and socio-economic 

class. ‘White’ girls from working class backgrounds trying to break gender ideals to access possible 

untapped opportunities available in those industries.  However, when their place on the course 

was challenged, they were quick to exclude themselves from a course and pathway where they 

did not feel a sense of belonging, despite having a network of contacts in the industry. These 

examples further highlight the tensions and challenges facing young females who are trying to 

break gender boundaries in male dominated industries and the importance of role models.   

Contrastingly, James took the opportunity to break gender ideals and follow a course and 

profession that is traditionally considered female orientated due to his past experiences, 

“I guess my past experiences. I like helping people and I used to visit my grandad in the 

nursing home. What the nurses did for him was good, made him comfy and that. I’d like to 

do that for someone” 

James, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 1:26-28 
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His experience of observing how his grandfather was cared for broke gender ideals and enabled 

him to form new schemata of the health care profession and highlights the importance of 

exposure to the world of work. This was compounded by the positive influence of reality and 

fictional television programmes related to the health care industry and his deeply formed gender 

dispositions which were created from a young age. Thus, further enthusing his imagination with 

what he could achieve in this industry and enabling him to negotiate structural constraints and 

challenge traditional gender scripts. 

The Engineering group interviews highlighted an intersection between gender and socio-

economic status. Mudaser was from a working-class BME background who had been motivated to 

study engineering through to university level due to his mother’s encouragement,  

“no, it was mainly my mum pushing me to do it, she said that in our family history no boy 

has done this before, like go to university”  

Mudaser, Engineering transcript, pg. 8:290-291 

Despite lacking the social and cultural capital associated with Higher Education (HE), Mudaser’s 

mother pushed him to break his familial gender boundaries by continuing with his education, in 

the hope that it will break the pattern of reproduction. However, Mudaser is unsure whether HE 

is for him and considered the apprenticeship route to be within his horizon for action. Though he 

understands his mother’s foresight, that HE could enable upward social mobility and thus improve 

their family status within the community. This has broadened his horizon for action and made him 

contemplate that he could also be successful in the field of HE.    

The interviews also presented examples of young people who were conforming to gender scripts 

with their subject choice and therefore continue the pattern of reproduction. For example, Kyra 

and John both conformed to traditional gender ideals by choosing Health and Social Care and 

Engineering respectively. Both from working-class backgrounds with parents in similar 

occupations to which they wanted to follow. For example, Kyra was influenced by her mum’s 

experiences as a nurse,  
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“Yeah my mum’s a nurse and she tells me about what she does every day. I think it sounds 

exciting and every day you know that you’ve made a difference to someone, but if I 

worked in an office, so what? What difference does that make to people?” 

Kyra, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 1:29-31  

Through hearing of her mum’s experiences, she was exposed to the profession and this further 

embedded deep set dispositions surrounding her gender and occupation opportunities. With a 

lack of other role models and exposure to work-related learning, Kyra conformed to her deep-set 

gender script and continued the pattern of female reproduction running in her family. John also 

shares a similar story, his exposure to his dad’s profession has contributed to his disposition of 

traditional male occupations, despite his reluctance to accept that this has influenced his 

decision-making process,    

“my dad helped me a lot, he’s a mechanic at an oil refinery and that is a similar job to 

what I would like to do. Not because he does it but because it’s interesting” 

John, Engineering transcript, pg. 4: 138-139 

In these examples it is illustrated that parental occupation can contribute to reinforcing gender 

orientations which go beyond social class and ethnicity. Exposure to parental occupations 

supports the development of young people’s dispositions and creates a realm of what is possible 

within their boundaries, rather than enabling them to challenge traditional gender scripts and 

move beyond their horizons for action.  

Timing and planning   

The concept of time and planning varied amongst those young people interviewed. For the 

majority, post-16 course choice was a rapid decision with little planning. There was a 

misalignment between what young people considered a long time and the reality of the length of 

time available to them. For example, James claimed that he had ‘always’ wanted to pursue 

Nursing as a career path, when probed on how long he’s known this, he confirmed since the 
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previous year.  Whilst one year may seem a long time for young people, deciding on a career path 

with one year left to complete secondary schooling can inhibit their course and career choice as 

they may not have the appropriate credentials to be able to embark on that career path. Thus, 

the young people may have to make contingent choices based on the available courses to them, 

consequently shaping course choice, altering future-plans and inhibiting a smooth transition into 

the world of work.  

Planning for the transition from secondary schooling into further education, training or work was 

also varied amongst the interviewed young people. Most of the learners across all four subject 

areas demonstrated a relaxed attitude towards how they chose their current course and their 

future-plans. For example, when discussing and reflecting on the past such as, when they chose 

their current course and what point they knew they wanted to follow this route, some 

participants commented that they turned up to the college and enrolled. This lack of planning 

augments the likelihood of contingent decisions as the young people may not be fully aware of all 

the choices available to them and thus disrupt their transition from education to work as they 

may not be equipped with the correct qualifications and skills for a successful transition.   

Additionally, when discussing the future, there was also a lack of planning demonstrated and a 

sense that everything will fall into place when the time comes, a case of anticipated serendipity. 

For example, Farrell was a motivated young man who had been keen on IT since secondary school 

and motivated to pursue a career in the IT industry. Whilst he recognised the value of his 

qualification he didn’t plan any element of his transition from secondary school, through to 

college and beyond,  

“it’s a good qualification and you can do a lot with it when you leave college, umm like me 

next year I’m going straight onto an apprenticeship and get onto what I want to do 

straight away”  

“R: had you planned that before you started the course?”  

“no, I didn’t actually, I was hoping I could do that and it turned out that I could” 
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 Farrell, ICT transcript; page 1:6-13 

Whilst there were turning points in the participant’s reflections of their academic journeys they 

also displayed signs of an extended childhood. Participants displayed high aspirations for the 

future (for example Charlie from Business) but were unsure of how they will achieve those 

aspirations and left it partly up to serendipity, of whether they would be able to follow that 

pathway. Therefore, this lack of acceptance to move towards adulthood and plan for the next 

transitional period restricted their options post-16 and inadvertently shaped their course choices. 

For example, despite Ally having access to ‘hot’ knowledge through a vast family network advising 

him of avenues he could pursue, the feeling of anticipated serendipity and resistance to make a 

decision, due to the possibility of an additional two years of ‘free’ education, prompted Ally to 

progress onto the level 3 Business course. Whilst this was progression, it was not framed within a 

clear trajectory and therefore, could lead to further contingent decisions. Another example of 

anticipated serendipity was Geraldine, she had churned between different subject areas for two 

years and was still unclear of the trajectory she wanted to follow,  

“I don’t know. I want to do my level 3 in HSC here, but then I don’t know…I have my level 2 

business diploma, so I don’t really know what to do. I just want to take it as it comes and 

see what interests me then”  

Geraldine, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 19:615-619  

Therefore, Geraldine is simply continuing with higher levels of education because the opportunity 

cost is lower than leaving education. She has made a contingent decision due to a lack of a 

transition plan and understanding of how a level 3 qualification will feed into her future-plans.  In 

contrast, Charlie was the only example who had planned his future course of action and 

demonstrated a very good understanding of the pathway he wanted to follow. Work-related 

learning (WRL) enabled Charlie to better understand his future self and working life. Therefore, he 

had the time needed to plan and choose his course option and transition from school into the 

world of work,  
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“mate I’ve got my life planned out…get my level 3 AAT next year and a half, then level 4, then 

ACA, then ATT so I’m qualified in taxation, then with that start my own chartered accountancy 

firm and go from there. How do you not know?”  

Charlie, Business transcript; pg.13:443-448 

In summary whilst participants understood that there were some influences shaping their course 

choices, in the main they believed they were the final decision makers and didn’t place sufficient 

importance on the various factors that were impacting and shaping their course choices. For 

example, how their concept of time limited their choice as they felt pressured to enrol on a 

course despite it not being their first choice. It also highlights the importance of work-related 

learning and how it can enable more effective transitions.  

Work experience  

For some of the interviewed young people work experience was a compulsory element of their 

secondary schooling. The work experience contributed to shaping the young people’s dispositions 

surrounding job opportunities and the world of work, thus influencing their course choice.   

Those interviewed young people who had completed short work experience episodes found that 

it influenced their course choice as they were able to develop a practical understanding of the 

subject area beyond the classroom. For example, Raie explained how her part-time job in a 

betting shop and saw how lucrative IT skills can be in the workplace, 

“I mean for me I worked in a betting company with people who would come in and do 

freelance work and seeing them come in and do technical skills and go away with so much 

money, I would be like wow that’s amazing”  

Raie, ICT transcript, pg. 6:200-202 

When Raie lived in Gibraltar she had studied the level 2 ICT course twice, however she was not 

able to gain a qualification in the subject as she did not finish the course. However, her part-time 

job was a turning point as she was able to re-evaluate the usefulness of IT skills across all sectors. 
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Thus, motivating her to obtain a qualification in the subject even though her chosen career path 

was the social sciences. Therefore, work-related learning can contribute to shaping and even 

changing deep-set dispositions, enabling young people to see the benefit of education outside of 

the classroom and applied to the work place.  

Moreover, work experience completed whilst the young person was still in formal schooling 

encouraged them to stay in education past the age of 16 as they were more aware of the 

opportunities beyond the classroom, thus influencing young people’s course choices and 

providing a smoother transition. For example, Hannah’s work experience at a high street retail 

bank confirmed the career route she wanted to pursue,  

“I picked it because I did my work experience at NatWest Bank and worked with a private 

manager and one of the accountants and realised that it was something I really wanted to 

do. The money is good, and it is a responsible job, you always need an accountant” 

Hannah, Business transcript, pg. 4: 117-119 

Therefore, this experience bridges the gap between education and future trajectories. In addition 

to helping young people identify a career trajectory and to understand the available job 

opportunities, young people were also exposed to the realities of the job and this helped them to 

identify the skills and personality traits needed for the profession and whether it was a career 

they could see themselves in,   

“…They started me off on data entry for small business accounts. You had to be really 

focused and precise, I got to use some software packages like Sage. Then they showed me 

how to prepare accounts on the software…” 

Charlie, Business transcript, pg. 4: 110-115 

These experiences helped to ground young people’s aspirations. It helped them to understand the 

length of time it takes to qualify for certain professions, identify the exams that will be required, 

and skills needed before they embark on this career path. This is beneficial to ensuring smooth 
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transitions as young people’s expectations will be managed especially for those young people 

who do not have other sources of information or guidance to provide them with a benchmark. 

Furthermore, work experience provided the interviewed young people to develop networks of 

professionals in the chosen fields. These networks were influential in shaping course choice for 

the young people as it was considered ‘hot’ knowledge which was valued by the young people, 

more so than ‘cold’ sources,   

“well I did my work experience in the valuation office and really liked what they did day to 

day and when I spoke to them they told me that if I do a construction course I could get a 

job there” 

Jen, Business transcript, pg. 4: 122-123 

Moreover, the professionals in the industry which the young people were exposed to acted as 

role models for them as they could see the journey these professionals have been on to achieve 

success. This broadened their social capital and their horizons for action, thus further bridging the 

gap between education and work,  

 “yeah I 100% agree with that. When you see that normal people, who have IT skills like us 

can be successful you know you’ve made the right choice and that one day you can get 

there to be like them too”  

Gindy, ICT transcript, pg. 6:203-205   

Work-related learning, both in the classroom and outside helped the interviewed young people to 

develop a better understanding of their own personhood and the variety of opportunities in the 

world of work. These experiences gave them a sense of belonging and put careers that may have 

ordinarily been out of their reach (due to their dispositions) within their grasp. Thus, shaping 

course choice and enabling a smoother transition from school-to-work.  

On the other hand, young people who did not have the opportunity to take part in WRL inside or 

outside the classroom, drifted in a state of indecision. For example, Ally had a vast family network 
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who were advising him of avenues he could pursue. However, he didn’t identify with any of these 

options which led to him making a contingent choice to continue with the level 3 programme of 

study 

“I was like none of these suit me, I don’t want to do these. But I guess I didn’t know what I 

wanted to do either, so they were trying to help me…I don’t know, I think I’ll do another 

year here doing the level 3” 

Ally, Business transcript, pg. 396-399 

Therefore, WRL is especially important in contributing to shaping course choice for those young 

people who are from working class backgrounds and may not have the familial milieu or access to 

social networks to act as ‘hot’ knowledge to explore the opportunities available in the world of 

work and match that with the young person’s aspirations and enable better decision-making.  

5.4 Significant choice influencers  

Throughout the group interviews participants referred to three main choice influencers which 

helped to shape their course choice:  parents, extended family and teachers.  

Parents and extended family  

Parental influence in shaping course choice was a strong theme which ran through all the group 

interviews. Many of the interviewed young people who had been exposed to parental or 

extended family’s careers had chosen level 2 vocational courses in line with that career path. Kyra 

was from a working-class background and identified as ‘Black Caribbean’, she described how her 

mother’s career as a Nurse inspired her to follow a similar route,  

“Yeah my mum’s a nurse and she tells me about what she does every day. I think it sounds 

exciting and every day you know that you’ve made a difference to someone…” 

Kyra, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 1:29-31 
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Exposure to various careers builds certain habits and dispositions in the young person such as, 

personality traits and the work ethic required in labour market. Therefore, to follow a level 2 

course in Health and Social care which has a clear progression route into Nursing, was a pragmatic 

rational decision grounded within Kyra’s culture and identity and her horizon for action. 

Moreover, Gindy who was from a ‘professional’ socio-economic class and identified ethnically as 

‘Indian’ also described how the influence from extended family influenced her course choice. 

Seeing their journey from course choice through to the labour market enabled Gindy to develop 

dispositions suited to that course choice and take the view that this is what people like us do,    

“well I knew I wanted to do IT because my older cousins also did IT and now they’ve all got 

good jobs, so I thought that it would be good for me too, it kind of runs in our family” 

Gindy, ICT transcript, pg. 1: 22-23  

Moreover, for Farrell and Charlie, who were both from a professional socio-economic 

background, parents played a very practical role in helping them to secure a place on the course 

of their choice and to transition through college and into the world of work,  

“I think a big role, my parents helped me definitely, like they helped me find the course 

that would suit me and that I would be happy in, they found a course and that’s why I’m 

here. It’s the same with the work experience and apprenticeship they helped me to sort it 

out. They keep me on the right track”  

Farrell, ICT transcript, pg. 8:273-276 

Therefore, their parents were encouraging them to persist with their education to continue the 

pattern of reproduction and maintain their family status. Young people with parents from higher 

socio-economic class were more likely to assume parental advice and networks as reliable and 

trustworthy knowledge due to their cultural capital and familial dispositions.  

Whilst these examples demonstrate pragmatic rational decision-making, there were also 

examples of parents and extended family influencing the interviewed young people’s course 
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choice and pathways beyond their horizons for action. For example, Mudaser and Thalente, both 

from working-class backgrounds and black and minority ethnicities (BME) describe how their 

mothers encouraged them to pursue a level 2 Engineering course as it could lead to better 

financial returns and employment stability,  

“I just listened to my mum, she told me like that I should do engineering because it’s really 

respectable and like I can gain loads of skills and if I can do it at uni it would be like really 

good. At first I didn’t like the idea but after I started to learn skills I found it really 

interesting and like enjoyed it” 

Mudaser, Engineering transcript, pg. 3: 103-106 

Therefore, parents and extended family not only influenced course choice through shaping the 

interviewed young people’s dispositions through their own experiences, but there were also 

instances where parents attempted to broaden the young people’s horizons for action beyond 

what the young person thought they could achieve and that which their parents had also 

accomplished. Therefore, illustrating differing levels of influence from these groups of people in 

the young person’s decision-making process.  

Whilst most of the interviewed young people discussed being the final decision makers, in 

isolation of parents, family or peers, such as Hannah who believed that parents should support 

the young person irrespective of the decision made,   

 “I think they should just be able to support you in your decision that’s all that matters”  

Hannah, Business transcript, pg. 7:220 

there were many examples where participants had made course choices in line with jobs or 

industries they had been exposed to from parents or family members. For example, Gindy (ICT), 

Sarah and Jen (Construction) all had parents or relatives in those industries and the participants 

had completed work experience with them, therefore giving them an understanding of what a job 

in that industry would consist of and thus helped to shape their course choice,  
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“well I knew I wanted to do IT because my older cousins also did IT and now they’ve all got 

good jobs, so I thought that it would be good for me too, it kind of runs in our family”  

Gindy, ICT transcript, pg. 1:22-23 

Gindy choosing an ICT course in line with her older cousins gave her a sense of belonging; a sense 

that this is what people like us do. However, for Sarah and Jen this did not come to fruition as the 

Construction course was cancelled due to a lack of students, therefore they enrolled on the 

Business course instead. It was clear that Jen and Sarah chose to follow a course in Construction 

due to their familial knowledge of the industry and thus their understanding of the opportunities 

in the industry. Thus, judging the knowledge and advice received from their parents as reliable 

and trustworthy knowledge and viewing a career in construction as one which is within their 

horizon for action. However, when the course was cancelled it caused a forced turning point for 

them, where they re-evaluated their position and decided to enrol on a Business course. 

However, this sudden change in course was a contingent decision unsupported by impartial 

advice and guidance and where they lacked the skills to evaluate information in a short period of 

time, they agreed to course choice.   

There were many other examples from participants whose parents had in some way influenced 

their course choice. For example, John explains that he wants to become a mechanic because he 

finds the job interesting though he rejects the notion that he is following this course choice 

because of his dad’s influence,  

“my dad helped me a lot, he’s a mechanic at an oil refinery and that is a similar job to 

what I would like to do. Not because he does it but because it’s interesting”  

John, Engineering transcript, pg. 4:138-139 

However, due to exposure to his father’s job he has built up dispositions of what being a 

mechanic entails and thus views it as a profession within his horizons for action. Kyra palpably 

accepts that she is studying Health and Social Care due to her mother’s influence, 
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“Yeah my mum’s a nurse and she tells me about what she does every day. I think it sounds 

exciting and every day you know that you’ve made a difference to someone…” 

Kyra, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 1:29-31 

Kyra’s schematic beliefs and dispositions have been shaped by exposure to her mother’s work, 

thus shaping course choice as she is more aware of the opportunities present in the industry and 

judges her mum’s experience as reliable and trustworthy.  

However, there were some participants like Mudaser, Gindy and Thalente all from BME 

backgrounds whose parents had a large influence on the participants course choice despite not 

having an awareness of the field in which they young people were moving in. For example, Gindy 

recalled that she was interested in securing an apprenticeship after her GCSE’s, however her 

parents and extended family had persuaded her that a more traditional route through college 

would serve her well,  

“Just my parents and cousins who said this will be better than apprenticeships, they’re 

more traditional I guess and think that University is the best way to get a good future” 

Gindy, ICT transcript, pg. 3:99-100 

Even though Gindy agreed to follow her family’s suggestion she still believed that an 

apprenticeship would enable her to achieve similar results as the college and university route. 

However, familial pressure compelled her to follow the more traditional route irrespective of her 

feelings surrounding student debt,  

“mmm…I’m not sure I guess. I still think apprenticeships are good, especially when they 

tell us about it. It makes sense to me. I mean why would I want to get into debt to get a 

degree when I can achieve the same thing with an apprenticeship. I even told my parents 

that I don’t want to get into debt, but they said that a degree will pay for itself and that 

means it’s not really debt” 

Gindy, ICT transcript, pg. 3:102-105 
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Therefore, Gindy’s attitude to education and her course choice was heavily influenced by her 

parents as they rejected the apprenticeship route due to a negative perception of apprenticeships 

and they were more embedded in the field of HE due to her father’s level of education. Likewise, 

Mudaser’s mum also encouraged him to progress to HE,   

 “I just listened to my mum, she told me like that I should do engineering because it’s really 

respectable and like I can gain loads of skills and if I can do it at uni it would be like really 

good. At first, I didn’t like the idea but after I started to learn skills I found it really 

interesting and like enjoyed it. So, what my mum said was really good” 

Mudaser, Engineering transcript, Pg. 3:103-106 

Mudaser’s mother associates good outcomes with HE such as achieving social mobility, despite 

not being embedded in the field. Whilst Mudaser initially rebuffed his mother’s suggestion he still 

enrolled on the course. Thalente also shared a similar journey to Mudaser and it was through his 

mother’s advice that he enrolled on the Engineering course. These last three examples from 

Gindy, Mudaser and Thalente illustrates the tensions between maintaining selfhood and 

succumbing to parental expectations of future aspirations. Those interviewed young people from 

BME backgrounds were more likely to have parents who were striving to leave their working-class 

identities behind and in the case of Gindy, to replicate social reproduction. Thus, propelling their 

children to pursue the traditional HE route, as a way to achieve upward social mobility and to 

break the pattern of social reproduction, despite not being embedded in the HE field. Overall, 

parental influence was important across subject areas, social class, ethnicity and gender. The 

diamond 9 ranking activity corroborated these findings as Engineering and Health and Social Care 

ranked parents as very important, ICT as important (see Table 5.1). therefore, regardless of class, 

ethnicity and gender parents have an important role to play in young people’s decision-making.  

Teachers 

Where parents lacked social capital regarding the education system, young people looked to their 

school teachers as a source of weak-tie to supplement their knowledge of course options thus 
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influencing course choice. For young people who have immigrated to England such as Matt and 

Amir, navigating the education system is complex and they lack the familial milieu to synthesise 

the available information. Therefore, both sets of parents encouraged their children to speak with 

their teachers regarding their course choices,  

 “I mean we come from China so my parents don’t know about the provision here and so they 

told me to speak to my teacher here and that’s what helped me”  

Matt, ICT transcript, pg. 8:278-279 

For many young people and their parents, teachers were well-informed agents as they had 

already navigated the field of education and world of work and were thus regarded as a source of 

‘hot’ knowledge. Moreover, teachers were considered as a source of inspiration as they were 

perceived as role models for some of the interviewed young people, thus influencing course 

choice, 

“the reason I got into IT was because of my first ever IT teacher…he was the best teacher I ever 

had…I was so keen to go to his lessons just because I liked him I learnt a lot while doing the 

subject”  

Farrell, ICT transcript, pg. 9:292-296 

Furthermore, the interviewed young people on the Health and Social care course described how 

the prospect of developing a good rapport with teachers was a choice influencer. Therefore, 

attending open events at the college enabled these prospective students to speak and interact 

with the teachers in the HSC department, thus shaping course and college choice,  

“but I chose here cos of the lovely teachers. I went to those other colleges, but the teachers 

weren’t friendly…cos it makes me want to come here and learn. But I know if I went to the 

other places I wouldn’t stick it out for the whole course” 

Lauren, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 3-4:106-107, 112-113 
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For some of the interviewed young people, the role of teachers was akin to parents; especially for 

those interviewed young people whose parents did not continue their education to a higher level 

and lacked the capital to be able to advise the young person as they were not embedded in the 

field of HE or FE,  

“yeah, I think teachers have been to university, so they know more than us”  

Suki, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 11:342 

For those interviewed young people who struggled with familial relationships and whose parents 

did not have a background in post-16 education, teachers were source of hot knowledge and 

weak tie, which better enabled the interviewed young people to understand the education 

landscape and job market. Thus, they were considered as influential in shaping course choices and 

future-plans. However, information and advice obtained from teachers was not used in insolation 

or instead of parental guidance; it was obtained to supplement parental advice,  

“I trust them both I think. My parents know me, but my teachers know what’s out there 

and how to get to your goals”  

Suki, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 11: 346-347  

Though, some of the interviewed young people also alluded to the difference in manner of 

teachers compared to parents. For example, they had good listening skills, were respectful and 

knowledgeable, therefore participants were more likely to listen to their advice compared to that 

of parents,  

“it’s really refreshing compared to home. It’s a different atmosphere, they listen”  

Geraldine, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 17:533 

Therefore, corroborating the Diamond 9 activity (see Table 5.1) where teachers were ranked as 

‘very important’ and ‘important’ by three out of four subject areas. Nevertheless, whilst subject 

teachers may have obtained a degree and be in full-time employment they may not be best 

placed to advise young people on the transition from formal schooling. Furthermore, subject 
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teachers have not received any formal training regarding careers advice and will only be giving 

advice based on their own personal experiences and knowledge, rather than impartial knowledge 

based on all the options available to young people. Likewise, teachers may not fully comprehend 

the impact of their advice on young people. Reflecting on my experience of working in this sector, 

I don’t have additional time built into my timetable to enable such important conversations and 

comments made regarding future-plans are usually made in passing. If young people are placing 

such importance on these fleeting conversations then this is a major concern and brings to light 

the lack of availability of impartial careers services, especially for those young people who do not 

have familial experience in further education.  

Careers advisors 

Careers advisors were considered as a source of information and guidance in all the group 

interviews. However, the usefulness of the information obtained from the careers advisors in 

shaping course choice differed amongst the interviewed young people, which could explain why 

there were ranked on a spectrum of importance in the Diamond 9 ranking activity (see Table 5.1). 

Useful in shaping course choice  

The interviewed young people who felt that that careers advisors were useful in helping them to 

shape their course choice were those who received tailored advice and guidance related to their 

chosen field. In this circumstance the information obtained was judged as ‘hot’ knowledge and 

contributed towards shaping course choice,   

“because the one at school was really knowledgeable and actually had loads of links with 

businesses and stuff, he really listened to what you said and tried to help you based on 

that” 

Hannah, Business transcript, pg. 10:332-334  
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Other valued traits were those careers advisors who were organised and synthesised the available 

sources of information, and selected the most important ones to introduce to the young people, 

to enable them to make informed decisions,   

“oh yeah, at school it was so much better, they would never miss a meeting, they would sit 

down with you and minute that meeting, they had so much knowledge showing me 

different websites, different ways of doing it” 

Charlie, Business transcript, pg. 11: 348-350 

Moreover, there are vast amounts of printed and virtual information regarding pathways, 

courses, training and employment for young people at post-16. Therefore, having supported 

guidance to synthesise the substantial amount of material in an objective way is valuable to young 

people, especially those who lack the skills to do so and do not have the familial milieu to receive 

that level of support at home.  

In addition to the support needed to synthesise the available information, the interviewed young 

people alluded to the other types of support received from careers advisors, such as contacting 

potential apprenticeship providers. This helps to shape course choice as young people may lack 

the social capital, confidence and skills needed to contact potential apprenticeship providers. 

Therefore, having a dedicated form of support; someone who has the experience to guide young 

people through the process, will give them access to impartial advice and allow them to make an 

objective decision, thus shaping course choice,  

“like I don’t know what to say to colleges or business, but the careers advisor would speak 

and make you sound really good so that the apprenticeship people would consider you. 

But if I had to call then it would just sound silly and they wouldn’t want to offer me 

anything because I wouldn’t know what to say” 

Jen, Business transcript, pg. 11: 357-360 
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In instances where family and peers were trying to influence the young person’s choices based on 

their own experiences was when careers advisors were found to be most useful,  

“yeah, they are useful because family and friends try to influence you to do what they’re 

doing, speaking to the careers advisor helped me. We filled out a questionnaire and that 

showed you which career option would be best for you, so I definitely think the careers 

advisor is best because they’re unbiased" 

Hannah, Business transcript, pg. 11:372-377 

Thus, careers advisors were considered a source of objective ‘hot’ knowledge as they had various 

tools such as specialist software to help young people find their niche and choose a pathway 

suitable to their skills set.  

Not useful in shaping course choice  

Contrastingly, those interviewed young people who did not find careers advisors useful in helping 

them to shape their course choices were those who were following specialist vocational routes 

such as Engineering. For example, Lucy describes how the careers advisor suggested a typically 

gendered course choice instead of helping her to find pathways into Engineering,   

“I think careers advisors are of lesser importance, they weren’t very useful at school. They 

don’t try and help the individual, they just want to fill out the form. My careers advisor at 

school encouraged me to do health and social care, she was just trying to box me off, like 

she had her own agenda” 

Lucy, Engineering transcript, pg.7:248-250 

However, when careers advice is not tailored to the young person’s future-plans and aspirations it 

is rejected as a reliable source of guidance. This can be damaging for some young people who lack 

the capital to be able to identify objective advice and guidance and could lead them onto a course 

or pathway which is not aligned with their aspirations, thus shaping course choice.  
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There were some interviewed young people who were certain of the pathway they wanted to 

follow and thus did not use careers advisors despite being aware of the service they provided, as 

they believed it would reiterate what they already knew and be inconsequential to their choice, 

“I know there was one at my school, but I didn’t use them because I knew what I wanted 

to do” 

Farrell, ICT transcript, pg. 7: 244-246 

Moreover, some of the interviewed young people did not use careers advisors because they 

weren’t aware of their existence, for example Amir, Thalente and Matt,   

“I didn’t use them. Don’t even know what they are” 

Thalente, Engineering transcript, pg. 7:256 

The risk of not using a careers advisor both for those young people who are sure of their pathway 

and those who are not, is that there may be opportunities which the young person may not be 

aware of that would enable a more successful transition into the world of work or further 

education. It is also further limiting for those young people who lacked the familial milieu and 

social capital to draw on their knowledge and skills of synthesising large amounts of information 

objectively, which would impact their course choice and likely returns of the pathway they follow.  

On balance, careers advisors were regarded as ‘hot’ sources of knowledge for those young people 

who lacked the familial milieu and skills to synthesise information to make course choice, 

dependent on the careers advice being tailored towards the young people. For those interviewed 

young people who were following more specialised vocational routes such as Engineering they 

found that the careers advisors had gaps in their knowledge as to the courses they could follow. 

This can impede course choice for young people as they will not have reliable sources of 

knowledge or it can change their journey to more contingent courses, thus explaining the range of 

rankings for careers advisors on the Diamond 9 ranking activity (see Table 5.1). 
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5.5 External Factors 

The subject group interviews highlighted a range of choice influences that have contributed to the 

development of each learner biography and thus contributed to shaping the young people’s post-

16 course choices. Government policy, such as raising the participation age to 18 (RPA) and 

college organisational issues were mentioned as some of the external factors which were choice 

influencers for the interviewed young people.    

Government policy and college organisational issues  

Choosing to stay in education post-16 was presented by the interviewed young people as an 

autonomous choice and some of the young people expressed that they were considering applying 

for apprenticeships after their formal schooling. However, due to their understanding of the RPA 

and concerns that their parents would be fined if they did not continue in education, they decided 

to enrol on a college course even if it did not fit with their future career plan. For example, when 

the Construction course was cancelled, Sarah signed up to the level 2 Business course despite her 

aspirations of wanting to work in Construction either by achieving a level 2 qualification or 

through an Apprenticeship,  

“Yeah I wanted to do apprenticeships actually, because you get paid while learning but I 

ran out of time finding one…then when the Construction course was cancelled I looked at 

a couple of [apprenticeship] websites but the deadlines had either gone or were too much 

in the future and I had to sign up to something otherwise my parents would get fined” 

Sarah, Business transcript, pg. 3-4: 96-101 

Thus, illustrating that government policy restricted choice for the interviewed young people, 

through the increased social expectation to continue further education and the lack of 

understanding of the policy amongst young people, parents and teachers. Moreover, when 

government policy was coupled with organisational issues such as the cancelling of courses at the 

last minute, the young people felt additional pressure to enrol on any course to avoid any 
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sanctions their parents may face. For example, in the Business group interviews the young people 

explained how most of the class had originally signed up for Business and Accounting and two 

students had signed up for Construction, however both these courses were cancelled on 

enrolment day due to a lack of students. Yet, the interviewed young people felt compelled to 

enrol on the Business course due to the government policy of staying in education, training or 

employment until the age of 18 otherwise their parents would be fined. When they were probed 

further on whether they sought other options, other than coming to college, many of them 

acknowledged that apprenticeships were a possibility, but time constraints restricted them from 

securing a suitable apprenticeship programme,  

“I wasn’t really looking to begin with, then when the Construction course was cancelled I 

looked at a couple of websites, but the deadlines had either gone or were too much in the 

future and I had to sign up to something otherwise my parents would get fined” 

Sarah, Business transcript, pg. 4:99-101  

Those who had sought apprenticeships prior to enrolling at college had spent a short amount of 

time in pursuit of an apprenticeship and only applied on average for two or three posts. This 

suggests that the introduction of the RPA added further pressure to participate in education. 

Young people felt that the expectation from policy and wider society was to participate in further 

education thus, leading to contingent choices where they felt that they must enrol on a course 

even if it is not the course they originally planned on completing. It also demonstrates a lack of 

understanding of the RPA policy across the board as there was no indication that the young 

people had been clearly informed of the whole policy which states ‘education, training or work’, 

thus shaping course choices despite it not feeding into the young person’s future-plans,  

“…but my teachers said that we have to stay in education til we’re 18 and I had to do 

something…” 

Kareem, Engineering transcript, pg.2-3:72-73 
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The interviewed young people focussed on education and training (in the form of 

apprenticeships) but nothing was said in relation to securing employment and thus avoiding their 

parent’s being fined. Thus, further highlighting the important role of teachers and careers 

advisors in informing young people of policies and opportunities available to them. On the other 

hand, some of the interviewed young people self-selected to follow a college course as they had 

deep set dispositions of the pathway they ‘should’ be following,  

“that’s just the way you do things, you finish school, go to college and then either go to uni 

or work”  

Jen, Business transcript, pg. 3:94-95  

Thus, demonstrating a very linear and ladder-like view of education and the world of work. 

Likewise, participants appeared uncertain on how long the process of securing apprenticeships 

should take. Those who had tried to secure apprenticeships had only applied to two or three 

posts.  

As a teacher in this sector I am also uncertain on how to advise learners who want to secure 

apprenticeships. The apprenticeship route is difficult to navigate with not enough structured 

advice and guidance on how to secure an apprenticeship in contrast to the university route which 

is managed by University and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS). Whilst the participants across 

all four subject interviews and during the diamond 9 ranking activity did not recognise the impact 

of government policy or college agenda as a major influencing factor in shaping their course 

choice, in practice it proved to make the sector more confusing for the interviewed young people 

and thus restricted choice and limited them to fewer options post-16.  
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5.6 Technology 

Young people aged 16-18 are ‘digital natives’, they have been raised in an age of digital 

technology which means that television, the internet and social media platforms are second 

nature to them. Naturally the influence of these factors was discussed in all the group interviews. 

However, the interviewed young people presented a spectrum of ‘buy in’ versus ‘disregard’ for 

the influence of technology in shaping course choices. The Diamond 9 ranking activity 

corroborates the spectrum of usefulness of technology in decision-making. ICT and Health and 

Social Care ranked it as an ‘important’ factor, whereas Engineering and Business ranked it as 

‘lesser importance’ (see Table 5.1) 

Buy in 

A large proportion of the young people interviewed in the Health and Social Care group reflected 

upon technology as a positive and influencing factor in shaping course choice. For example, 

television programmes depicting medical based careers such as ‘Doctors’, ‘Casualty’ and ‘24 hours 

in A&E’ were described as having an ‘important’ role in shaping their course choice (see Table 

5.1). The young people interviewed described these shows as having an important influence on 

course choice because it depicted ‘real life’ for them,  

“for me it was seeing the reality of it. What they do day to day”  

James, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 8:236 

This view was also corroborated by Shannon and Lauren,  

 “I agree with Shannon. With Nursing and Caring you know what you’ll be doing and what 

it’s like cos you’ve seen it on TV. But with like I don’t know something else like an office 

kind of thing I don’t know what you do or how you do it”  

Lauren, Health and Social Care transcripts, pg. 8:251-253 
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Shannon and Lauren were from working-class backgrounds and had not been exposed to jobs in 

the medical field before embarking on the level 2 course. Their only interaction with these types 

of jobs were the television programmes, which had formed an aspirational impression of the job 

role and understanding of what working in this industry would entail, thus influencing their actual 

and imagined trajectories. 

Some of the interviewed young people demonstrated ‘wishful identification’ where television 

characters and social media influencers were viewed as role models. For example, characters such 

as that played by Nick Stokes were perceived as role models due to the success of his character on 

a popular television series,   

“this is going to sound really stupid but Nick Stokes from CSI…mmm he’s really good at his 

job”  

Geraldine, Health and Social Care transcript, pg.13:392-394 

Popular IT moguls with influencing social media status’ such as Mark Zuckerberg and Elon Musk 

were also mentioned as role models by some of the young people interviewed in the ICT group. 

The young people interviewed believed that if these popular IT personalities could achieve such 

great feats then it was possible for them also, 

“even like with Facebook you see Mark Zuckerberg and you see how much money he is 

making, and you think oh my god, I need to do that, be like that, you see what I mean”  

Raie, ICT transcript, pg. 6:199-200 

Those interviewed young people quoted from, came from working-class backgrounds, varying 

from unskilled through to manual skilled labour. For example, Lauren’s father is a builder and her 

mother a hairdresser. Therefore, these young people lacked role models in the field they want to 

enter and use influences such as television and technology as a means to bridge that chasm.   

However, whilst these platforms presented role models for the young people to aspire to, there 
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was still a gap in their dispositions as the interviewed young people did not understand what was 

needed to achieve the same success as those role models,  

“mmm not sure really, I guess some of it is having the right knowledge and there’s a lot of 

luck involved to be able to get as big as Zuckerberg or someone like that”  

Raie, ICT transcript, pg. 6:207-208 

Whilst these personalities were a source of inspiration, there appears to be a misalignment 

between aspiration and the actual measures needed to fulfil these goals. Thus, demonstrating a 

chasm between objective reality and fantasy. However, it is not just high-profile influencers who 

act as role models for young people. Kareem who is from a BME working-class background had 

not had exposure to a wide range of jobs and describes how technology influences his choices,    

“yeah that’s true, YouTube shows you real life, real jobs, real people.  I like that 

because I say to myself, I can do that in the future, as a job” 

Kareem, Engineering, pg. 7: 237-238 

Thus, illustrating that technology could lead to young people developing expectations for their 

own personal and career development which at times may be misaligned with the benefits it 

could bring.  

Other aspects of social media platforms, such as that to advertise college events and courses were 

also discussed by the young people interviewed. The young people interviewed in ICT and HSC 

groups described these platforms as a means of disseminating truthful accounts of college life and 

life after college, therefore helping to shape participants course choices,   

“Lauren: I think it would be good if they did live’s and put videos of the college and what 

it’s like.  

Suki: yeah like if ex-students talked about the college and what they’re doing 

R: Suki why is that important and how will it help you with decision-making?  
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Suki: you can see how far they’ve got and what they’re doing. You can think yeah I can do 

that too”   

Lauren and Suki, Health Social Care transcript, pg. 9:266-269 

Thus, demonstrating how technology serves as a mediator of choice amongst young people, 

swaying them through ‘hot’ knowledge, with little or no ‘cold’ knowledge to contextualize the 

choice options. Shannon and Geraldine from HSC also agreed with this view as they believed 

students would provide an accurate and trustworthy account of their experiences if they made 

live appearances on various social media platforms compared to writing about their experiences 

on the college website. The lack of role models in their lives means that they look to social media 

to gain an ideational reference point for ‘someone like me’.  

James also agreed with their viewpoint and added that the college already used platforms such as 

Facebook to advertise local events and courses and believed this was important because it can 

attract more potential students as they are more likely to use these platforms. These young 

people were viewing fleeting interactions on social media as reliable, trustworthy and ‘hot’ 

sources of information which acted as course choice influencers. Moreover, the way the course 

was advertised for example the type of language used on the website and videos also acted as 

choice influencer as it made it more appealing than the other courses,   

“it was just so good all the posters and the way they spoke about it at open evenings. They 

made it sound like it was the best course, also on the website there’s videos of people who 

have studied it before and they’ve all got good jobs now” 

Ally, Business transcript, pg. 4:124-126 

 “They made it clear what you would learn and what you can do with the qualification and 

how it would progress your career” 

Charlie, Business transcript, pg. 4:121-122 
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The interviewed young people lacked the skills to critically judge the type of language used in the 

marketing campaign where they did not have access to an extended social network from which 

they could obtain information from were relying on sources from social media and using it as ‘hot’ 

knowledge to support their decision-making process therefore influencing course choice.  

Where the interviewed young people were not able to obtain suitable information and advice 

from other sources such as parents and careers advisors they turned to social media to bridge the 

chasm. For example, Lucy felt that her form tutor at school did not have enough knowledge to 

help her pursue a career in Engineering and therefore relied on social media to better understand 

the realities of her chosen occupation and the skills needed for the job,   

“I think YouTube is excellent for learning about a course or a job, I learnt more about 

welding on YouTube than on the course. That was important to me because I could 

understand what was required of me if chose that career, but talking to teachers isn’t 

helpful, what did my form tutor at school know about engineering- nothing” 

Lucy, Engineering transcript, pg. 7:233-236 

“The engineering jobs I saw was like what I want to do, and they have a good reputation 

for training you up. I think even if I leave the Army when I’m older I’d be able to get a job 

afterwards because of the skills I’ll have. Also, they do a lot for women in the Army” 

Lucy, Engineering transcript, pg. 12: 408-410 

Technology was also useful for Lucy as it challenged her deeply entrenched gender scripts. She 

was able to use the information from the website to build new schemata on the realm of 

possibilities available to her as a female navigating her way in a male dominated industry,   

“…just their website and some videos on there…they were pretty genuine, had pictures of 

all the women in the Army and their stories…I saw that they have loads of equal 

opportunities for women, they said that women get paid the same as the men and won 

awards for being good employers for women, that kind of thing” 
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Lucy, Engineering transcript, pg. 12:420-423 

She used the Army website to gather information about successful women in the Army, acting as 

an ideational reference point in the absence of sources of ‘hot’ knowledge to supplement her 

understanding of the occupation. However, when using technology as a ‘cold’ source of 

knowledge, Lucy discussed her decision with parents and teachers to gain acceptance from a ‘hot’ 

source of knowledge, 

“I told my teacher and my dad, and they said go for it, so I guess it just depends if I get an 

apprenticeship first or not” 

Lucy, Engineering transcript, pg. 12: 408-422 

Technology can also act as a ‘virtual bubble’ for young people, where it becomes difficult to 

separate the virtual from reality and therefore has a considerable influence on shaping course 

choice,  

“well I’m always on the computer and social media most of the day through my phone so 

it sort of becomes second instinct being on your phone and if you enjoy how it works then 

why not study it. Actually, I also used to watch tutorials and stuff on You Tube before I 

came here and that made me more passionate about IT” 

Farrell, ICT transcript, pg. 4: 126-129 

Another example where social media had enabled the young person to live in a virtual bubble and 

create a chasm between reality and fantasy, was Thalente. Social media influence such as 

exposure to people like Cardi B had led to a case of ‘wishful identification’ where Thalente 

believed he could also create the same level of fame and fortune if he created an engaging 

Instagram profile,  

“it’s all about Instagram innit. When you get enough likes you get noticed by the labels 

and get signed up to shows and that, like Cardi B, then you’ve made it. No more welding 
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for me!...I’m a brand, it’s all about the personality, people will love me for me and that will 

get me likes, that’s how you get noticed” 

Thalente, Engineering transcript, pg. 11: 394-399 

Other ways in which technology influenced young people’s pathways and choices was through 

television advertisement of apprenticeships. The interviewed young people in the Engineering 

group felt that the apprenticeship campaign was a good way of getting the message across to 

young people and their parents. Kareem and Carl from working-class backgrounds believed that 

the apprenticeship television adverts would help their parents bridge the lack of understanding of 

the apprenticeship qualifications available to young people (aged 16-18),   

“yeah what Carl said is true actually, the adverts show you and your parents that there are 

other options you can consider and whatever you do, if you stay in education it will be 

good for your future.” 

Kareem, Engineering transcript, pg. 8:267-272 

Thus, highlighting the complexities of the pathways available to young people and how the lack of 

knowledge and ability to navigate through the educational landscape transcends beyond the 

young person, further emphasising the importance of targeting parents with promotional 

material. This further corroborates with the diamond 9 ranking activity which found that parents 

were typically considered as ‘important’ choice influencers (see Table 5.1), therefore, if young 

people are to make well-informed choices to enable a smooth transition into the world of work or 

HE, parents need to be up to date and informed of all the options available to young people. 

Disregard of technology   

Contrastingly, some of the interviewed young people were more discerning with the information 

they were obtaining through these social media platforms. For example, some of the interviewed 

young people were sceptical of the type of language used to advertise the apprenticeship route, 
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“everywhere they advertise apprenticeships they use the term, ‘alternative route to 

university’ which makes it sound like the people who can’t go to university will do 

apprenticeships. It makes it seems like you’re not as intelligent if you do, so it put me off”  

Charlie, Business transcript, pg.3:81-83 

Charlie, who was from a professional socio-economic background believed the apprenticeship 

adverts presented a negative view of the apprenticeship route due the language used. Despite 

this, his future plan is to become a Chartered Accountant through the Apprenticeship route. 

Charlie was able to contextualise and supplement the ‘cold’ knowledge from adverts and websites 

with ‘hot’ knowledge from his colleagues at the Accountancy firm leading to a rational pragmatic 

decision.  However, for young people who do not have access to a social or professional network 

technology is likely to have more of an impact on their course choices.   

Moreover, some of the interviewed young people were more discerning with the information 

obtained from technology. For example, John felt that the campaigns were misleading and only 

promoting the new degree level apprenticeships,  

“do you mean like the apprenticeships one which said, ‘get in, go far’? all they say is you 

can do our degree level apprenticeship instead of going to Uni, but that’s elitist because 

there’s nothing for the people who can’t do that. The government seem to want people to 

go to uni and do a degree with a starting salary of £40,000 a year. But people like us, you 

know, our brains aren’t good enough for that, but we can do something, but they don’t 

seem to have anything for us to do.    

John, Engineering transcript, pg. 8:262-266 

Moreover, some of the interviewed young people were also aware of the way social media can be 

manipulated by companies to show more favourable elements of the company rather than reality,  

“well, I guess I mean if a company like say Ford makes a video on how their cars 

are made or what they’re factory is like, you might only be seeing snippets of the 
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job, or they might show the business in a good light. If you make a decision based 

on that, it might be far from the truth. They just made that video to make 

themselves look good. Because I have a part time job, I know that sometimes a job 

isn’t just about you or the skills you can use, because it depends on the people you 

work with and your manager as well” 

Carl, Engineering transcript, pg. 7: 242-247  

Therefore, his part time job has made him more discerning with the information he comes across 

on social media and he can objectively judge the value of it when making decisions.  However, for 

those young people who do not have part time jobs or an extensive network from which they can 

use to obtain information from, are substituting television programmes and social media 

platforms to bridge the gap in their knowledge. 

Despite the young person’s social background and familial milieu there is a misalignment between 

reality and fantasy which has been exacerbated by modern technology. Thus, highlighting the 

need for impartial and structured careers advice throughout the young person’s secondary 

schooling up until the point of transition into the world of work. The young people interviewed 

found it difficult to navigate through the complex education system especially for those who were 

from lower socio-economic background. This disadvantaged those young people as they were not 

able to make a smooth transition into the world of work leading to many of their aspirations 

falling by the wayside.  
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5.7 Vignettes  

The vignettes provide a holistic understanding of the various choice influences at play for each 

individual and how these factors have influenced young people’s dispositions and choice options.  

In this vignette we see a case of a young female trying to break gender boundaries by entering the 

Engineering profession but is bound by her horizons for action. This vignette also demonstrates 

how technology can supplement information, advice and guidance in the absence of such from 

reliable and trusted networks such as parents, teachers and careers advisors.   

Lucy (Engineering) 

Lucy is from a ‘White’ working-class background. She lives with her father and she doesn’t have 

a good relationship with her mum, who she rarely sees or speaks with. She moved away from 

what her peers were doing, because she didn’t want to choose “typical subjects” like 

Psychology, Business or Sociology. She doesn’t like sitting in a classroom and prefers the 

practical side of the course. She told her dad that she would like to complete an Engineering 

course and her dad was supportive of her choice. 

Before enrolling at College, she had researched apprenticeships in Engineering but felt they 

were too difficult to secure. She had applied for two or three and did not hear back from them 

and believes this is because she is a girl and companies therefore do not take her application 

seriously. When probed Lucy provided alternative reasons why her applications were not 

successful. For example, she said that other applicants may have had better experience than 

her and that she is quite young. However, she still believes that it will be difficult for her to 

break into this industry because of her gender; though her female teacher has been a positive 

role model for her, 

“well look around you I’m the only girl on this course and it’s the same in this kind of 

work there’s not that many women. But I did find it cool that one of my teachers is a 

woman”  

Engineering transcript, pg.4:111-112 
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Lucy’s ideal situation would have been to secure an apprenticeship in Engineering, she is driven 

by the practical elements of the subject. However, she stopped applying for apprenticeships 

because she ran out of time, as she believed she had to sign up for a course otherwise her dad 

would be fined. If she had more time she would have continued looking for apprenticeships in 

Engineering or full-time employment.  

Lucy’s experience of school teachers was not positive in helping to shape her course choices. 

She felt that her form tutor at school did not have enough knowledge about Engineering 

courses to help her decide. Moreover, Lucy felt that the careers advisor at school also did not 

help her to find a course which met her ambitions. Following a meeting with the careers 

advisor she felt that her individual needs were not considered, and her course options and 

future were being limited by the careers advisor’s own agenda. 

The experience of the course had been mixed for Lucy, she stated that some of the teachers 

they had throughout the one-year course were what she considered below standard. However, 

her current teacher Sue has been a good influence in helping her to build the confidence to 

apply for apprenticeships as a female in the industry and consider various career options such 

as the Army. Lucy was aware that women are the minority in Engineering and that she was 

crossing gender boundaries.   

 

Technology has played an influential role in shaping course choices and future options for Lucy. 

She has used the internet to search for various career options such as joining the Army, and this 

has been influential in helping to answer some of the questions she had about women in the 

Army. Lucy used the information she had gathered from the internet to inform her dad and 

teacher and of her choice of which they were supportive.  

“well when I was searching them, I saw that they have loads of equal opportunities for 

women, they said that women get paid the same as the men and won awards for being 

good employers for women, that kind of thing”  

Engineering transcript, Pg.11:403-405 
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Lucy also used social media platforms such as YouTube to become more knowledgeable on 

techniques and skills related to Engineering, 

“I think YouTube is excellent for learning about a course or a job, I learnt more about 

welding on YouTube than on the course. That was important to me because I could 

understand what was required of me if chose that career…” 

Engineering transcript, pg. 7:233-236 

During the group interviews Lucy was resolute that she would not progress onto the Level 3 

Engineering course as she did not want to focus on theory-based work but would like to 

experience the practical side of Engineering through an apprenticeship or by joining the Army. 

 

 This vignette illustrates the impact of cultural capital and familial milieu on course choice. It also 

highlights the spasmodic nature of course choice amongst post-16 level 2 students due to a lack 

of specialised, impartial careers advice.   

 

Carl (Engineering) 

Carl is from a ‘White’ working-class background; his mum is a psychologist and dad is ‘jack of all 

trades’. He has had a staggered start to his post-16 education, as he spent one year at another 

local college studying English, Maths and Science because he wanted to become a Chemist. 

When he started to learn about metals he found it interesting and that point decided to 

become a Blacksmith and by studying Engineering it will help him to achieve that objective. He 

joined the college the following year and enrolled on a Level 2 Engineering course but found 

the hand skills too difficult to grasp. Thus, he decided to change to the level 1 Engineering 

course to develop his hand skills and has now successfully progressed onto level 2.  

However, when Carl reminisces on his ambitions prior to post-16 course options he says that he 

originally wanted to study Drama to enable him to develop a career in acting. However, he 
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believes that acting is an industry where you can only become successful if you have a network 

therefore he decided to get a qualification that will help him to generate an income,   

“it’s just one of those industry’s where you have to network and none of my family or 

people we know are in that industry, so I thought it would be safer to have something 

to fall back on and that will help me make some money rather than focus on a pipeline 

dream” 

Engineering transcript, pg. 2:41-43 

Carl believes that his parents helped him with his course choice because they knew that he 

enjoys working with metals and tools and so encouraged him to complete an Engineering 

course. He knew that they would support him because he had researched the course and 

college beforehand and additionally his father had also attended the same college which they 

believed had a good reputation in the local area.  

When Carl was younger he used to visit building sites with his grandad and he used to play with 

the various tools, he was very knowledgeable on what each tool was used for and knew their 

specific names,  

“when I used to go to building sites with my grandad I used to like messing around with 

his tools and I had an affinity with using them, for example reciprocal saw or breakers, 

I’d know every single bit that would go inside them and he would encourage me to go 

to a college to do a course where I can use tools and become familiar with them”  

Engineering transcript, pg.5:149-152 

However, Carl maintains that he didn’t have any role models in Engineering and when he 

started the course he wasn’t sure what to expect. He had also moved away from what his 

friends were studying for example Games Technology or Business and also the Business and 

Law course his Careers Advisor suggested to him,  

“I didn’t really know what to expect and  none of my friends were remotely interested in 

engineering and I didn’t have any role models in engineering, but I was…I mean most of 

my friends went into games technologies or business and my careers advisor tried 
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getting me into Peter Symonds as a law consultant doing A Level Law, Business and 

Maths but didn’t really appeal to me at all. But this course I felt an affinity to it 

naturally”  

Engineering transcript, pg.5:163-167 

 

In contrast this vignette tells the journey of an immigrant who is trying to navigate the education 

system in an effort to achieve upward social mobility. It highlights the important role of subject 

teachers in advising young people and how that influences course choice, where there may be a 

lack of family knowledge surrounding pathways to HE, but parent’s aspirational cultures frame 

the young person’s choice.    

Amir (ICT) 

Amir is from a working-class background and identifies as ethnically ‘Afghani’. He is an 

immigrant and moved to England at the age of 14 where he continued his secondary education 

and achieved three GCSE’s. Amir is aware that his parents have little knowledge of the 

education system in England and following their advice he took the decision to discuss his post-

16 options with his Business teacher as he believed she was in a good position to advise him as 

she knew him well, had a degree and wanted him to be successful.   Amir was not aware of the 

other options available to him e.g. apprenticeships, he accepted what his Business teacher 

advised him, to study IT as it would give him good skills and a job at the end of it.  

He didn’t believe that speaking with his friends regarding his options was a good idea because 

they were also in the same position as him and were not equipped with the knowledge to be 

able to guide him, however teachers and parents were in a better position to do so.  He didn’t 

know what a careers advisor was and so didn’t seek their advice. Amir’s role model is his dad. 

He admires his hardworking nature despite all of the hardship they have been through, for 

example having to escape from Afghanistan and build a new life in England. Amir aspires to set 
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up his own business like his dad, but specialise in IT, he even toyed with the idea of working in 

Google one day.  

“yeah same with me, our parents don’t really know the system here they were brought 

up in a different country, so my parents said I have to find someone who knows the 

system and can give me the best advice. That’s why I asked my teacher. My other family 

is back home in our country, so they don’t know either”  

ICT transcript pg. 2:110-113 

Amir and his father place a lot of importance on his teacher as a reliable source of information 

as she has been to university and can therefore, help Amir shape his future-plans. In contrast 

Amir rejects his friend’s advice as being reliable and trustworthy,  

“because they don’t know what they want to do, why would I ask them what I should 

do? And they don’t have knowledge, but your teachers or parents do have a lot, so you 

can make a more better decision”  

ICT transcript pg. 6:184-186 

Amir’s father is very involved in helping him to shape his future-plans despite knowing that he 

does not have a lot of experience in the education system in England,  

“my dad says go to university because I can get higher income with a degree, but he 

also says go to speak with my teacher and see. For now, I will do the next level in IT and 

that way even if I don’t go to university I can get better job with my qualifications” 

ICT transcript pg. 11:381-383 

 The work-related learning provided on the course has enabled Amir to see the benefits of ICT 

skills beyond the classroom and given him the confidence to use his skills to help grow his 

father’s business,  

“On the weekend I helped my dad make a website and if I didn’t do this course he would 

have to pay a lot of money to get a company to make it for him, so already I have used 

my skills and save my dad money” 

ICT transcript pg. 10:347-349 
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5.8 Summary 

The factors which shape young people’s course choice of level 2 courses are vast. Those young 

people who were from working-class backgrounds were more likely to use unreliable sources of 

information and guidance to influence their course choices. Thus, highlighting the need for 

impartial, specialised careers advice. Contrastingly, young people from working-class BME 

backgrounds were more likely to be influenced by parents who were eager on breaking the 

pattern of reproduction through HE as a means of achieving upward social mobility.  
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Chapter 6 -Qualitative Results: Research question 3 

6.1 Key findings  

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the factors which contributed to young people’s notions 

of future work and careers. The group interviews identified four main themes which shaped the 

interviewed young people’s perceptions of their level 2 vocational course and how that informed 

their future-plans. These were, forms of support, work-related learning, attitudes to further 

education and future-plans. The key findings are summarised below.  

Forms of support 

• Advice and guidance provided by subject tutors can be vital in helping to shape young 

people’s understanding of the opportunities available to them, though this is dependent 

on a good student-teacher rapport. 

• The young people interviewed demonstrated a sense of agency in decision-making, 

however they also expressed the need for structured and impartial advice from careers 

advisors. This type of structured support is essential for those young people who are from 

backgrounds with little or no experience with further education as they will need 

additional assistance with future choices.  

Work-related learning (WRL) 

• All types of WRL such as work experience, hand skills, speakers and trips were highly 

valued by the interviewed young people as it shaped their understanding of the world of 

work and the opportunities available within it.  

• WRL helps young people to become familiar with fields that may have otherwise been 

outside of their grasp due to their dispositions.  

• Young people’s perspective was that lack of or little WRL negatively impacts transitions 

and future choices. 
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Attitudes to Further Education 

• Due to the complex nature of the English education system there were varying degrees of 

understanding of the pathways accessible to young people post-16.  

• ‘White’ working class young people were more likely to repeat the pattern of cultural 

reproduction due to familial milieu, debt averse, lack of role models and impartial careers 

advice.  

• Young people from BME working class backgrounds were more likely to reject cultural 

reproduction and enter HE through their parent’s encouragement despite not being 

embedded in the field.   

Future-plans and Aspirations 

• Internal factors such as, familial milieu and dispositions were major influencing factors on 

the young people’s future-plans.  

• External factors which affected the impact of internal factors and contributed to shaping 

the young people’s future-plans were, social media platforms, work-related learning and 

careers advisors.    
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6.2 Introduction 

In this chapter the findings from the qualitative semi-structured group interviews are presented in 

response to the third research question, ‘What are young people's (aged 16-18) perspectives of 

their level 2 vocational course in England and how do they think it shapes their future career 

choices and aspirations?’ (see Section 2.4, Research aims and questions). This question focused on 

developing a more comprehensive understanding of the contextual influences which help to 

construct young people’s understanding of the labour market and how they can access the 

opportunities available to them.  

Four main themes emerged from the group interviews which helped to shape the young people’s 

future-plans: forms of support, work-related learning, attitudes to further education and future-

plans. Whilst these themes were the main contextual influences impacting the young person’s 

understanding of the labour market and thus shaping their future-plans, other influences included 

the young people’s milieu such as family background, exposure to work environments and 

technological influences. The vignettes are used to provide a more intricate explanation of how 

different factors are intertwined and shape future choices, again the names featured are all 

pseudonyms.    

6.3 Forms of support 

A prominent factor which helped to shape the future choice of the interviewed young people was 

the types of support they received whilst enrolled on their level 2 vocational course. This support 

was both direct (from subject tutors) and indirect (from careers advisors). The interviewed young 

people reflected on the types of support they received whilst in formal schooling and compared 

that with the support received during college. They considered how both experiences helped 

them transition from one phase of education to another and also how it has influenced future 

choices and aspirations.  

 



 

164 
 

Direct support  

Across all four subject areas, the interviewed young people spoke highly of their subject tutors 

and some even compared their rapport with them as being better than that with their parents, 

thus being a factor which they believed helped to shape their future choices.  

Subject tutors who built a good rapport with the interviewed young people, were also consulted 

with on advice for future choices. This advice was influential for those interviewed young people 

who lacked a reliable social network from which to draw information from and for those young 

people who didn’t want to be bound by their horizons for action. For example, Lucy lacked both a 

social network from which she could seek advice from but also, was trying to move beyond her 

gender boundary and secure an apprenticeship in Engineering. She found her subject tutor’s 

experience useful as considered it as ‘hot’ knowledge as she identified with her as ‘someone like 

me’,  

“Sue has been so helpful to me, she understands what it’s like trying to get into this 

industry as a girl, so she’s told me about her experiences and actually maybe changed my 

mind a bit. Like she said how it can be a positive point being a female in this industry. It’s 

really helped me have confidence in like applying for apprenticeships and stuff. So 

actually, she’s probably been the most helpful, for me anyway” 

Lucy, Engineering transcript, pg. 10: 356-360 

In the example above not only has Lucy’s subject tutor been key in broadening her horizons for 

action to move beyond her gender boundary, she is also role modelling for Lucy and acting as a 

network to enable her to build new schemata of how she would fit into the Engineering industry.  

Within the Health and Social Care group the interviewed young people relied on their subject 

tutors to help them understand and access the opportunities available to them. Specifically, those 

young people whose parents had not been to university. For example, Geraldine, Suki and James’ 

parents did not have experience in HE and were from working class backgrounds. Therefore, the 
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young people recourse to their subject tutors as examples of people who had successfully 

navigated the education system and could advise them appropriately,  

Geraldine: “they know what they’re talking about…they don’t just walk off the street, 

they’re educated and that, so they know what to tell you” 

Suki:” yeah I think teachers have been to university, so they know more than us”  

Geraldine and Suki, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 11: 339-343 

Therefore, the interviewed young people were selective on who they sought advice from 

dependent on their relationship and how well they could connect with them. Subject tutors were 

only considered as an essential form of support where there was a good teacher-student rapport. 

For example, the interviewed young people from the Engineering course reminisced over a 

subject tutor who was Navy trained, 

Carl: “we then had a Navy person, Chris. He was awful, so strict” 

Mudaser: “he did teach us a lot of stuff, but he didn’t have a very good relationship with 

us”  

Carl and Mudaser, Engineering transcript, pg. 9-10: 329-363 

Whilst they acknowledged that he had good subject and industry knowledge, the interviewed 

young people dismissed him as a valuable form of support as he was not able to relate with them 

and they could not identify with his as ‘someone like me’.  

The subject tutors were also an essential source of advice and support for young people who had 

immigrated to England. Whilst these interviewed young people had supportive parents they 

lacked the social and cultural capital to be able to navigate the education system and labour 

market. Therefore, they relied on the support and knowledge of the subject tutors to help them 

move beyond their field and operate within the aspirational boundaries their parents had drawn 

for them. For example, Amir and Matt both immigrants were encouraged by their parents to 

follow the HE pathway. However, where they lacked the understanding of how to achieve that 
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they depended on the subject tutors to help fill the gap in knowledge, thus being a source of weak 

tie,  

“yeah same with me, our parents don’t really know the system here they were brought up 

in a different country, so my parents said I have to find someone who knows the system 

and can give me the best advice. That’s why I asked my teacher. My other family is back 

home in our country, so they don’t know either” 

Amir, ICT transcript, pg. 4: 110-113 

Therefore, there is a reliance on this form of support especially where parents and extended 

family are lacking in experience in the area. This could pose a risk of cultural replication as subject 

tutors are not trained careers advisors and are likely to reflect on their own journey and 

experiences of education and the world of work. Furthermore, it highlights the variation in 

support that the young people are likely to receive as everyone’s journey through education and 

work is personalized to their own cultural and social capital, and field within which they operate.  

Indirect support  

The interviewed young people stated careers advisors as a form of support that was available to 

them at college and influenced their future choices to varying degrees. The young people could be 

categorised into three groups: those who required guidance on a specific subject or occupation; 

those who needed general advice e.g. narrowing down career options and those who were 

certain of the career path and did not access careers advice.  

Specific advice  

Those interviewed young people who had a clear idea of their career path expressed a sense of 

agency in their decision-making but required supported guidance in transitions from compulsory 

education to further education and the world of work.  

Careers advisors that were effective in helping this group of young people shape their choices 

were those who were able to provide specific advice tailored to their needs, therefore helping 



 

167 
 

them to better align their aspirations with more realistic outcomes. For example, Jen reminisces 

that the careers advisor at school would offer a lot of support even up to point of contact with the 

apprenticeship providers. Whilst Jen had decided to continue with her education and training she 

lacked the confidence to be able to communicate with apprenticeship providers. This could be 

because she sensed she was outside of her place and did not feel comfortable navigating her way 

through the process,  

“yeah, they would call on your behalf, they would be really active…like I don’t know what 

to say to colleges or business, but the careers advisor would speak and make you sound 

really good so that the apprenticeship people would consider you. But if I had to call then 

it would just sound silly and they wouldn’t want to offer me anything because I wouldn’t 

know what to say” 

Jen, Business transcript, pg. 10-11: 347-352 

The interviewed young people expressed that the careers advisors they experienced at school 

were more effective in helping them to shape future choice in comparison to those they 

experienced at college. Hannah and Charlie described how their experiences with careers advisors 

at college had left them aggrieved and disappointed with the process. They had tried to access 

impartial advice and guidance but were left disappointed as the advice they received was vague 

and not tailored towards their needs,  

"the one at school was great but the ones here were awful. I went down to speak to 

someone about apprenticeships for after this year at college and she gave me a list of 

people but didn't give me numbers, email or anything like that. So, I had to look up people 

myself and then find out that way and then I said about staying on for the second year 

and she just wasn't very helpful or knowledgeable in what she was doing"  

Hannah, Business transcript, pg. 10: 318-322 



 

168 
 

Charlie describes his experience of careers advisors in college and how it impacted his future 

goals,    

“I was meant to have meetings with her about apprenticeships and she was meant to help 

me with getting them sorted and everything and she would always cancel the meetings 

and wouldn’t put care into it. I always had to fit into her plans. I have had to do everything 

for my apprenticeship all by myself. She just wasted my time, every time we had a meeting 

planned she would cancel it last minute and say that she had paperwork to do, it was 

booked weeks in advance…and I would be thinking, oh it's ok, it's only my future at risk, 

it's fine”  

Charlie, Business transcript, pg. 10: 327-338 

Therefore, Charlie’s expectations of careers advice was one where he would receive structured 

advice tailored to his career aspirations, but in reality, this did not translate.  

On the other hand, the interviewed young people who did not require support and guidance 

tailored towards a specific career found the careers advisors at college valuable in helping to 

shape their future choices. Raie describes how the careers advisor helped her to narrow 15 

different career options down to three,  

“so useful because he helped me to narrow down my career choices to like psychologist, 

social worker, and life coach. I love the sound of all three of them which is why I'm going 

to study social science and then go to uni. It’s my passion” 

Raie, ICT transcript, pg. 7: 236-242 

Little to no advice sought 

Contrastingly, there were young people like Farrell and James who were sure of their career 

choice and didn’t believe that going to a careers advisor would be of use, 

 “I think we had one. But I knew what I wanted to do so didn’t see them. My tutor said I 

have it sorted so I didn’t go” 
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James, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 12: 367-368 

Therefore, there appears to be a distinction between those young people who were more reliant 

on careers support, possibly because they didn’t have support from elsewhere, in comparison to 

those who may have sources which they deem to be more reliable and trustworthy such as family 

networks or teachers.  However, there were also instances where impartial advice or guidance 

from a careers advisor would have been beneficial, for example in Amir’s case. But this help was 

not sought as the young person was not aware of the services available due to being an 

immigrant. The impact of the absence careers advice can be damaging to young people’s future-

plans specifically if they do not have the social and cultural capital to navigate the myriad of 

options available to them.  

Moreover, the use and value of careers advisors was varied amongst the interviewed young 

people both at school and college. For example, Sarah, Emily, and Charlie’s experience of careers 

advisor at school was more invested in the success of the young people in comparison to their 

experience at college. Thus, demonstrating that for career advice to be valuable it should be 

tailored to the individual needs of the young person in contrast to fleeting one-off experiences, as 

described by Lucy,   

“I think careers advisors are of lesser importance, they weren’t very useful at school. They 

don’t try and help the individual, they just want to fill out the form. My careers advisor at 

school encouraged me to do health and social care, she was just trying to box me off, like 

she had her own agenda” 

Lucy, Engineering transcript, pg. 7: 248-250  

Ultimately it can be argued that impartial careers advice from trained subject tutors and careers 

advisors which is tailored at the needs of the young person and is specific to their aspirations is 

important in helping young people to shape their transition from college and provide a better 

understanding of labour market. Whilst the interviewed young people placed careers advisors on 

a spectrum of being important through to lesser importance when making future-plans there is no 
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doubt that if there was an impartial career service it would be vital in helping young people make 

efficacious decisions in respect to the opportunities available to them; especially for those young 

people who do not have the familial dispositions to equip them with the means in which to 

effectively research and synthesise information to help shape future-plans.   

6.4 Work-related Learning (WRL) 

This section focuses on the impact of WRL on the future-plans and aspirations of young people. 

Work-related learning (WRL) refers to aspects of the curriculum which enable young people to 

develop vocationally relevant knowledge, understanding, skills and personal qualities (Huddleston 

and Oh, 2004:83). The vocational nature of all four subject areas required there to be an element 

of work-related learning built into the course. However, this was accomplished to differing 

degrees in each subject area. For example, Health and Social Care was the only subject area which 

had formal work experience as a module within the course. Whereas Engineering and ICT had 

work-related learning built into their course modules through the teaching of workshop skills such 

as sanding and welding and practical IT assignments such as coding and building websites. The 

Business course did have work-related learning such as trips and external speakers planned 

however, due to a difficult start to the course with teachers leaving, these activities were 

cancelled due to the time restrictions of having to complete the course content.  

Whilst work experience was not a requirement of all the courses, some of the interviewed young 

people had sought work experience outside of the requirements of their course and some had 

gained work experience whilst at school. The value of all types of work-related learning was 

reflected upon by those young people interviewed and some reflected on the lack of work-related 

learning and the impact it has had on shaping future-plans.  

Work-related learning gained previously (from school)  

Four of the interviewed young people spoke of their previous work experience completed at 

school and how that had shaped their course choices at post-16. Of those four, three pursued 

further education post-16 in the same field as their work experience and one of the interviewed 
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young people intended to follow in the same route however due to the course being cancelled 

she had to pursue a different subject.  

All the interviewed young people who had the opportunity of undertaking work experience at 

school described it as being beneficial and helping them to form an understanding of different 

career routes within that industry, therefore encouraging them to stay in education and training 

to achieve higher qualifications to achieve their career goal. For example, Charlie, Hannah, Jen 

and Farrell’s work experience inspired them to choose a career related to the work placement 

they completed whilst at school. Hannah and Charlie who were both from 

professional/managerial socio-economic background, describe how exposure to the world of 

work is influential in shaping their aspirations,   

“I picked it [this course] because I did my work experience at NatWest Bank and worked 

with a private manager and one of the accountants and realised that it was something I 

really wanted to do. The money is good, and it is a responsible job, you always need an 

accountant”  

Hannah, Business transcript, pg. 4:109-111 

“This accountancy firm said that I could go for a week and they started me off on data 

entry for small business accounts. You had to be really focused and precise, I got to use 

some software packages like Sage. Then they showed me how to prepare accounts on the 

software. I just really loved it…they actually offered me a part-time job there after my 

work experience, I go and do data entry for them once a week"  

Charlie, Business transcript, pg. 4: 109-115 

Furthermore, for Charlie the work experience led onto part time work, that became a source of 

information and guidance which helped him to further crystallize his route into accountancy. 

These experiences further demonstrate how work experience gave the young people a better 

understanding of the range of opportunities available in the industry; they were able to 
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experience subject specific skills beyond the classroom and were encouraged to stay in education 

after formal schooling.  

All four of these young people decided to pursue a career path in the same industry as their work 

experience despite some minor setbacks such as Jen completing a one-year course in Business. 

Thus, further illustrating how work-related learning is important in helping young people 

construct an understanding of the labour market and enables them to structure a clear route and 

transition from school-to-work.  

Work-related learning delivered through the level 2 course  

The courses selected for the study were vocational in nature, therefore there were elements of 

work-related learning built into all of them, though the degree and nature of it varied. Across all 

the courses, the interviewed young people communicated a need for additional work-related 

learning and experience to give them more career building skills and thus better employment 

prospects.  

The young people felt there was a schism between theory and practice, whilst this was at times 

due to organisational issues (e.g. Business course) and other times related to bureaucracy (e.g. 

Health and Social Care), this schism meant that the young people felt they were less prepared for 

the world of work and that there was a gap in their skills repertoire thus reducing their options 

when deciding on future-plans.  For example, the young people interviewed for Health and Social 

Care explained that their work experience was mainly directed around care homes, nurseries and 

schools,  

Geraldine: “because not everyone wants to go into care homes” 

Lauren: “yeah because we won’t know what to do when we start or what to expect”  

Geraldine and Lauren, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 15:484-486 

Whilst this work experience was beneficial as it gave the young people some employability skills, 

the industry areas they could access were limited. Thus, the young people were concerned that it 
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was not providing them with work experience specific to the occupational areas they wanted to 

pursue such as Nursing and Midwifery. This impacts future-plans as the young people will lack an 

awareness of what a job in that sector would entail and the opportunity to confirm whether they 

want to pursue that career path.  Therefore, practical WRL opportunities will help to develop 

dispositions suitable to that career and thus enable more successful transitions.  

In addition to the lack of specific work experience, the young people interviewed for Engineering 

and Health and Social Care also highlighted the lack of varied skills built into the course,  

“when I started this course I really wanted to use a variety of machines, but instead it was 

very narrow, so I haven’t been able to develop a lot of skills and that’s not good because it 

narrows the apprenticeships I can apply for”  

Carl, Engineering transcript, pg. 9: 306-308 

Moreover, the Health and Social Care group suggested that having the opportunity to do practical 

activities such as dissection would make their skills base more relevant to medical-related jobs, 

“like dissecting hearts and that and first aid training. Cos now it’s more for like people who 

want to go into care homes or child care not really for nursing” 

Geraldine, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 15: 481-482 

For the young people who wanted to pursue practical careers they felt a variety of skills would 

benefit them as they would have more confidence in their skills and abilities and a deeper 

awareness of the career choice they have made. Thus, providing a clear trajectory for subsequent 

progression to higher levels of learning and enabling a smoother transition into the world of work, 

as it would give them a better understanding of what would be required of them in the world of 

work.  

Whilst it was due to unavoidable organizational issues which led to all work-related learning 

activities being cancelled on the Business course, the interviewed young people felt 
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disadvantaged at the prospect of not being able to develop a practical understanding of how 

businesses operate, 

“every trip cancelled, not one. It disadvantages us massively…It gives you that opportunity 

to see the theory in practice as well, so, for example, we were going to go on the trip to 

the Red Funnell and learn about how the business is run and everything, but when that 

was cancelled it meant we couldn't see that practical side of it"  

Charlie, Business transcript, pg. 9:281-286 

“well we would’ve had a deeper understanding of everything we had learnt, that would’ve 

then helped us in employment as we would have examples to base our decisions and work 

on” 

Charlie, Business transcript, pg. 9:288-289 

Work-related learning for subjects such as Business are also vital, as trips and external speakers 

enable young people to see the subject theory applied to real life situations. Consequently, 

making them more aware and confident in the decision they have made to pursue a career in this 

area as they will understand the intricacies of the world of work, thus closing the schism between 

theory and work. Furthermore, it can help to highlight the young people’s interests and enable 

them to make better future decisions about the career they want to pursue, helping to improve 

the route into work. 

Work experience and part time work sought by the young person  

A small number of the interviewed young people had organised work experience in their 

preferred fields and some completed small projects for family members, where they were able to 

put the skills they had gained from the course into practice. These experiences helped the young 

people to understand the range of opportunities available to them in their chosen field and 

further reduce the chasm between theory and practice. For example, Gindy had been encouraged 

by her parents and extended family to pursue further qualifications in ICT where she had been 
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previously unsure. Through this experience she was able to gain an enhanced understanding of 

the IT sector and she was able to use the opportunity to work on IT projects with the skills she had 

developed on the course,   

 “yeah, I did loads, I did some data entry and talked with the clients. I did two weeks there 

and in the second week they let me work on a project and I had to use my coding skills on 

HTML and Java so that was cool, I really enjoyed it actually” 

Gindy, ICT transcript, pg. 8: 253-255 

This experience was very valuable for Gindy as she was able to see the all aspects related to a job 

in IT, from being customer facing to developing codes to manage websites for clients. This was 

important in helping to shape Gindy’s future-plans as she could witness the use of subject specific 

skills beyond the classroom. Moreover, she became aware of her skills and abilities and she could 

see the realities of a job in the IT sector. Likewise, whilst Raie did not have an IT specific part time 

job, she was also able to recognise the use and importance of IT skills in everyday life,    

“yeah I also agree working in industries like the betting shop helped me to see different 

career paths and see IT being used in a different way, that was good for me to see because 

I got more of an idea of what you would do day to day…people who would come in and do 

freelance work and seeing them come in and do technical skills and go away with so much 

money, I would be like wow that’s amazing” 

Raie, ICT transcript, pg. 6: 200-202- pg. 7: 247-248 

Raie recognized that even as a self-employed psychologist she will need to have IT skills to keep 

up with the changing demands of clients. It highlighted to her the need to make a network of 

contacts with her peers so that she could call upon them as when she needs their IT skills in the 

future. Not only have the work-related skills helped to shape the young people’s perceptions of 

occupations, it has also given them the confidence to use their newly gained skills in personal 
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projects. Mudaser and Amir both used their skills to help their family, for example Amir built a 

website for his father’s business, 

 “On the weekend I helped my dad make a website and if I didn’t do this course he would 

have to pay a lot of money to get a company to make it for him, so already I have used my 

skills and save my dad money” 

Amir, ICT transcript, pg. 10:348-350 

These experiences have been enabled by the skills the young people have learnt on the course; it 

illustrates to the young people the worth of the qualification and it also makes the more 

employable. Therefore, the young people can see the value of work experience beyond the 

classroom and the relevance of the skills they have gained and range of opportunities they can 

access with these skills. This helps to shape their future-plans as it can help to confirm their 

decision into their chosen career and possibly to stay in education for longer and lead to 

subsequent higher levels of learning.   

Despite course inconsistencies in the provision of work-related learning, fundamentally, it is a 

vital influence in helping to shape young people’s understanding of labour market opportunities 

especially for those young people who lack the familial dispositions and exposure to a variety of 

occupations. The interviewed young people have demonstrated that work-related learning can 

encourage young people to stay in education and help them to develop a clear trajectory through 

to subsequent higher levels of learning. It is a practical way to enable young people to see the 

realities of the world of work and provide them with impartial advice on how to pursue specific 

careers and enables them to build a network which they can benefit them with future 

employability 
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6.5 Attitudes towards further education  

A prevalent theme which shaped the interviewed young people’s future-plans was their attitudes 

towards further education. Whilst most of the young people interviewed were aware of the 

common routes into further education such as Higher Education (HE) and Apprenticeships, their 

understanding of how to access each option and the value of the respective qualifications varied. 

Also, an emerging topic within this theme which influenced the interviewed young people’s 

attitudes towards further education and shaped their future-plans was university tuition fees and 

the point up to which education is free for the young person.   

Higher Education (HE) versus Apprenticeships  

All the interviewed young people were aware of their options within further education such as 

pursuing HE or an Apprenticeship. However, their understanding of what each option entailed, 

and its associated value was what shaped the interviewed young people’s future-plans.    

For those young people whose parents were embedded in the field of HE already understood the 

ways in which the field worked and the benefits that were associated with it. For example, for 

some of the interviewed young people, HE meant that they would have a deeper understanding 

of their subject area, their incomes would be higher, student debt would pay for itself and the 

like. Suki described how she valued apprenticeships but wanted to aim for university because she 

believed that she would have a better understanding of her subject area even though she is 

concerned about the tuition fees,  

“yeah like apprenticeships and that, but I’ll learn more at uni. Sometimes the tuition fees 

puts me off but I don’t think about that now, I am sure it will work out in the end” 

Suki, Health and Social Care transcript, pg.17: 553-554 

Suki understands that to go to university she will have to pay tuition fees and her ability to do so 

concerns her. However, she believes that a degree will afford her more knowledge in comparison 

to an apprenticeship and demonstrates anticipated serendipity in her thinking; whilst she worries 
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about tuition fees she puts off thinking about it because university is far into the future and she 

has confidence that it will all fall into place. Matt also believes that a university degree will 

provide him with a deeper understanding of his subject,  

“I want to go to uni and work in IT, but I need more certificates, so I will do my level 3 and 

then after level 3 I can go to university…I think you can learn more than the apprenticeship 

its deeper and you get theory” 

Matt, ICT transcript, pg. 11: 376-380 

Matt recognizes that he will need qualifications at level 3 if he is to attend university, illustrating 

that he is embedded in the HE field to some extent. However, he demonstrates a vague 

understanding of the differences in outcome between an apprenticeship and university degree. 

For example, he perceives a degree to offer subject expertise and better employment prospects, 

though he does not attribute this to apprenticeships,  

“mmm…. because in an apprenticeship you're working all the time and learn on the job. 

It's a job not learning. But at university, you learn the theory and understand why things 

happen. Also, a degree takes three years, so you are learning about a subject for a long 

time, you become an expert in it, that's why you can get a better job with a degree" 

Matt, ICT transcript, pg. 11: 383-386 

On the other hand, Farrell has made the decision to pursue an apprenticeship as he doesn’t 

believe university is for him. He associates university exclusively with studying and dismisses the 

other aspects of university life. Despite ruling out university, he shows only a partial 

understanding of the apprenticeship route,  

“I think I want to go on to do a higher apprenticeship, I don’t think uni is for me I just can’t 

see myself being in uni, I don’t know I feel like I have done enough studying for now, I 

want to be learning while earning and I just want to be in it head first” 

Farrell, ICT transcripts, pg. 11:368-370  
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He perceives Higher Apprenticeships to require less studying than a degree and associates it with 

earning a wage and practical learning. Whilst some Higher Apprenticeship courses are delivered 

by training providers there are many where the young person would have to attend university 

and are extremely competitive to secure.  However, not only did Farrell have little understanding 

of HE and Apprenticeships, he also had a vague understanding of the level of apprenticeship he 

had secured following his college course,  

“so, it’s with a company in Southampton called iCow, I think it's quite low, to begin with, I 

think a level 2 but I am happy to start from the bottom to build myself up but then in the 

future I would like to start my own business based around IT” 

Farrell, ICT transcripts, pg. 11:364-366  

Thus, further highlighting the need for structured and impartial guidance. Farrell is churning 

between different types of courses which are placed at the same level rather than progressing 

onto subsequent higher-level courses and training programmes. However, this notion that 

apprenticeships require less studying was a common belief amongst the young people 

interviewed.  

A common desire amongst those interviewed young people who wanted to pursue the 

apprenticeship pathway was to seek programs of study that were more applied and vocational. 

This could be attributed to the perception that apprenticeships were a form of education that 

benefitted practical learners and was an alternative route to HE to be able to earn and learn at 

the same time,  

“well, like I said before, I want to get an apprenticeship in Engineering, I don't want to do 

any more studying like on the level 3. I want to be out and about fixing things, doing the 

practical side of it. I've spoken to our teacher and she's been really helpful in helping me to 

do applications” 

Lucy, Engineering transcript, pg. 11:400-402 
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The group interviews also highlighted an intersection between ethnicity and aspirations. Those 

interviewed young people from BME backgrounds were pursuing the HE route as their parents 

perceived apprenticeships as second best. Despite a couple of the interviewed young people 

(Mudaser and Gindy) voicing that they would be interested in applying for apprenticeships as they 

believed it would be a more suitable pathway for the area they wanted to work in. Therefore, 

shaping future-plans and rejecting cultural replication.   

Attitudes towards debt  

Attitudes towards debt varied amongst the interviewed young people. For those young people 

who were already embedded in the HE field and were familiar with the ways the field worked, 

such as tuition fees, viewed student debt as mandatory. Other interviewed young people, were 

not as embedded in the field of HE and whilst they understood that HE could be an option for 

them, they were unaware of the intricacies of following the HE route. There were also a group of 

young people whose parents shaped their understanding of HE and thus their attitude towards 

student debt.   

Those interviewed young people who did not have an understanding of tuition fees and did not 

plan to follow the HE route and were more concerned with securing an apprenticeship in their 

chosen subject area. For example, Lauren, James and Shannon all from ‘White’ working class 

backgrounds implied that the cost of education was an important factor which influenced and 

shaped their future-plans,  

 “I want to do my level 3 HSC qualification here cos I can get another two years for free 

where the government pays for it and then do a qualification in nursing, probably an 

apprenticeship so I can earn money as well” 

James, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 17-19 
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Whilst Lauren, describes her decision as being autonomous and free from parental influence, it 

appears that she is under pressure from parents to pay her way and earn a wage, therefore her 

parents are inadvertently shaping her life course and enabling cultural reproduction, 

“we don’t have much money and I think my dad would expect me to pay my way, he 

wouldn’t pay for me to go to college. Cos he never went, he got a job when he finished 

school” 

Lauren, Health and Social Care Transcript, pg. 5: 144-147 

Even when the tuition fee structure was explained to Lauren, she exhibited a negative perception 

towards the cost of education and the danger of debt, despite the potential pay-off following the 

acquisition of a degree, 

“bloody hell! No thanks, don’t think uni is for me then…I’m not made of money. That’s just 

too expensive…no way! I don’t want to be in debt. I’d rather work thanks” 

Lauren, Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 18: 557 

Therefore, the young people’s dispositions coupled with expectations induced by government 

policy meant that young people may have already made up their minds to continue with 

education up to the point of it being free. Despite the RPA delaying entry into work, attitudes 

towards HE and student debt have not shifted in line with policy changes. Contrastingly, the 

opposite was true for those young people from BME backgrounds. For example, Amir and Gindy 

understood the concept of tuition fees and were cautious of getting into debt,   

“I even told my parents that I don’t want to get into debt, but they said that a degree will 

pay for itself and that means it’s not really debt” 

Gindy, ICT transcript, pg. 3: 104-105 

“my dad says go to university because I can get higher income with a degree”  

Amir, ICT transcript, pg. 11:382-384 
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Their parents associated a degree with better outcomes, such as higher wages and upward social 

mobility compared to that of other options such as an apprenticeship. Therefore, dispelling the 

young people’s concerns of debt and further influencing their future-plans.   

Of the 26 interviewed young people, Aries was the only individual who understood that Higher 

Apprenticeships are equivalent to an undergraduate degree and exempts the young person from 

paying the tuition fees,  

“…Sometimes though if you get the higher grades and can get your English and Maths 

GCSE then the employer might take you on for a higher apprenticeship and that way I 

won’t have to pay for uni cos it will be paid for” 

Aries, Health and Social Care transcript, pg.19: 608-610 

Therefore, highlighting that the cost of education for those young people from working class 

backgrounds is an influencing factor in shaping future-plans. Furthermore, it highlights that it is 

not just the cost of education which inhibits their future-plans but also their own psychological 

perspective and the proximity they feel to different options such as HE. Young people from 

working class backgrounds may find it difficult to leave their identity behind and still maintain a 

sense of authentic self.  

6.6 Future-plans and aspirations  

The interviewed young people had varied degrees of future-plans. These are presented as a 

continuum ranging from ‘firm plans’ through to ‘no plans’ for the future. To illustrate the range of 

influences shaping young people’s future-plans, a selection of the interviewed young people’s 

views are described below.  
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Firm future-plans 

The young people who were identified as having firm plans were those who had a concept of the 

career they wanted ensue and the route they needed to undertake to achieve their goal.  

Charlie  

Charlie is from a lower managerial/professional socio-economic background who identifies as 

ethnically ‘White’. He is enrolled on the level 2 Business course and his future plan is to become a 

Chartered Accountant with the aspiration of setting up his own Accountancy firm.   

Charlie had already studied a level 2 Business course whilst at school but felt compelled to study 

the same course again for two reasons. The first being that the Business and Accountancy course 

which he had originally signed up for had been cancelled on enrolment day. The second reason 

was that he believed if he did not continue in education after his formal schooling ended at age 16 

his parents would be fined. Therefore, he used this one-year level 2 course as a means to an end; 

to buy himself some time so that he could plan his next step. Thus, this serendipitous event 

changed his short-term future plan.  

When reflecting on the different routes available to him at post-16, he explained that he was 

aware of Apprenticeships, but associated negative connotations to it due to the wording used to 

describe the qualification,  

“everywhere they advertise apprenticeships they use the term, ‘alternative route to 

university’ which makes it sound like the people who can’t go to university will do 

apprenticeships. It makes it seems like you’re not as intelligent if you do, so it put me off” 

Charlie, Business transcript, pg. 81:83 

However, he applied for and accepted an apprenticeship in level 3 AAT Accountancy at a 

Chartered Accountancy firm following the completion of his college course. Thus, despite the 

negative undertones he associated with the advertising surrounding Apprenticeships, he has still 
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decided to follow this route into accountancy. This is attributed to the influence of the 

Accountancy firm where he completed work experience and held a part time job.  

Charlie became familiar with a career in Accountancy through the work experience he completed 

whilst at school, which then continued into part time employment. He used his network of 

colleagues at the Accountancy firm as a source of reliable information and guidance to research 

how to become a Chartered Accountant and was clear of the steps he would need to take to 

achieve his future-plans and aspirations,  

“get my level 3 AAT next year and a half, then level 4, then ACA, then ATT so I’m qualified 

in taxation, then with that start my own chartered accountancy firm and go from there”  

Charlie, Business transcript, pg. 13: 438-440 

He attributes little weight to the influence of his parents in helping to shape his future-plans. He 

describes his parents as having a role in helping him to continue his education, for example during 

the application process, but not in the decision-making. Though he mentions that it was 

important for them that he receives a ‘proper education’ regardless of the course. Whilst Charlie 

believes that his parents played an unimportant role in shaping his future-plans; effectively he 

used their experience and social capital in applying for Apprenticeship positions, 

“they were still there helping and making sure I was applying. They don’t help make the 

decision they help once the decision is made to actually get you on the course”    

Charlie, Business transcript, pg. 7: 226-227 

Charlie describes how he tried to take responsibility for his future-plans whilst at college and 

wanted to seek the advice of the careers advisor. However, he was frustrated by the way the 

careers advisor assigned to him conducted herself,  

“She would always cancel the meetings and wouldn’t put care into it. I always had to fit 

into her plans. I have had to do everything for my apprenticeship all by myself. She just 
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wasted my time, every time we had a meeting planned she would cancel it last minute and 

say that she had paperwork to do, it was booked weeks in advance” 

Charlie, Business transcript, pg. 10: 337-340 

He describes how he yearned for structured, tailored advice from the college careers advisor and 

compares the level of support to that he received from the school careers advisor, where he 

valued the more formal process,  

“they would never miss a meeting, they would sit down with you and minute that meeting, 

they had so much knowledge showing me different websites, different ways of doing it” 

 Charlie, Business transcript, pg. 11: 348-350 

Charlie demonstrates how work experience can influence young people and open the door of 

opportunity to career pathways they may not have been exposed through formal education. It 

also illustrates the need for impartial, structured and tailored advice from specialized careers 

advisors.  

Thalente  

Thalente is from a working-class background who identifies as ethnically ‘Black African’.  He is 

enrolled on the level 2 Engineering course and his future plan is to become a welder with a 

parallel aspiration of pursuing a career in singing.  

Thalente had a staggered introduction to post-16 education. He originally wanted to pursue an 

education in music, specifically singing. However, due to his geographical placement there were 

no available music courses for him to sign up to. He therefore signed up to another college to 

study GCSE English, Maths and A Level Criminology. However, after one year he felt that the 

course was too demanding and was not in line with what he wanted,  

“some of the teachers were not good and criminology was too much work…like reading 

and exams. I didn’t want to that”   



 

186 
 

Thalente, Engineering transcript, pg. 1: 24-25 

Whilst Thalente expresses that Engineering had always been an ambition due to his uncle’s 

influence in his formative years. He reveals that it was through his mother’s persistence that he 

pursued this course. Despite his mother not being embedded in the HE field, she persisted for 

Thalente to continue his education in Engineering as she attributed positive outcomes to levels of 

higher education and saw it as a means of achieving upward social mobility.  

Though Thalente’s experience of the Engineering course had been very positive, and he had found 

his niche as a welder which he was going to pursue through an apprenticeship, his parallel 

ambition remained to be a singer,  

“In the long term I want to do singing, but now I want to apply for an apprenticeship in 

welding because I’m banging in welding”  

Thalente, Engineering transcript, pg. 387-388 

His ambitions to be a welder seem rooted in influence from his uncle, his mother’s persistence 

and his own ability as a welder. Whereas, aspiration to become a famous singer is rooted in 

influences from social media,  

“it’s all about the gram [Instagram] innit. When you get enough likes you get noticed by 

the labels and get signed up to shows and that, like Cardi B, then you’ve made it. No more 

welding for me!” 

Thalente, Engineering transcript, pg. 394-395 

Thalente views welding as a short-term goal; a career to bridge the chasm between the reality of 

life and his long-term singing ambition. Thalente understands the impact social media can have 

for careers,  

“I’m a brand, it’s all about the personality, people will love me for me and that will get me 

likes, that’s how you get noticed” 



 

187 
 

Thalente, Engineering transcript, pg. 398-399 

Despite having parallel aspirations, Thalente has planned to follow the Apprenticeship route 

though he was uncertain how to do it,   

Thalente: “I have to apply online, I don’t know the website or where I want to go though” 

Thalente, Engineering transcript, pg. 11: 389-390 

Work-related learning such as gaining skills in welding has opened opportunities for Thalente he 

would not know have existed before undertaking the course. Thalente’s short-term future-plans 

are rooted in the realism of life and the expectations of his family and wider society. However, his 

aspiration seems misaligned to reality; social media has enabled him to live in a virtual bubble 

where becoming an accomplished singer seems as simple as achieving social media popularity.  

Vague future-plans 

The interviewed young people who were identified as having ‘vague’ future-plans were those who 

had a general idea of the kind of career they wanted to establish or were undecided between a 

number of careers and were unsure of how to achieve that.  

Sarah  

Sarah is from a ‘White’ working-class background. She is enrolled on the level 2 Business course 

though she had originally signed up to study Construction which was cancelled on enrolment day. 

She is undecided whether to follow a career in Construction or Business.  

When the Construction course was cancelled at College, Sarah considered Apprenticeships in 

Construction, however the deadlines for some of them had passed and the remaining openings 

were too far into the future. Sarah feared that her parents would be fined if she did not continue 

with education.  

Sarah did not believe that her parents influenced her decision-making, as she explains that they 

suggested a career in hairdressing which she rejected. She also states that her dad’s career in 
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Construction was attractive to her because he made a suitable living and his network of 

colleagues and friends could be beneficial to her progression in the industry,  

“my dad and some of my family work in construction and they all make good money there, 

so I can do that too” 

Sarah, Business transcript, pg. 124-125 

She also makes a small reference to breaking gender boundaries as being an influential factor in 

shaping her future-plans,  

“Also, there aren’t that many women in the industry which does make it difficult but also I 

think that can be an opportunity too because you can show that women can do 

construction too” 

Sarah, Business transcript, pg. 126-127  

Moreover, her father’s job and experience in the field mean she has a better understanding of the 

opportunities available in the industry. In addition, the network of colleagues he has made over 

the years will make it easier for her to enter the industry. However, despite the opportunities that 

her father’s experience in the industry and network of colleagues may be able to afford her, she is 

now confused as to the career path she wants to follow as she has developed an appreciation of 

Business and is considering a Business-related career such as Accounting,  

“no, I don’t have a clue, I used to think construction but now I quite like business especially 

with the new teacher because I understand it and I’m passing my assignments. Also, I 

could do accounting or something like that too with a Business qualification, so I'm 

considering that I could even get an apprenticeship and work my way up in a business, the 

whole learn and earn thing they go on about" 

 Sarah, Business transcript, pg. 13: 446-449 

Sarah demonstrates that in instances where a young person is not able to get exposure to a range 

of career options then familial networks are a big influencer in shaping future-plans. However, the 
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lack of exposure to varied WRL experiences leads to a narrow understanding of the opportunities 

available in the world of work and inhibits choice for young people.  

Mudaser  

Mudaser is from a BME working-class background, his father’s job is categorized as ‘semi-routine’ 

and mother is a housewife. Mudaser is enrolled on the level 2 engineering course, following which 

he would like to complete an apprenticeship in welding, however his mum is encouraging him to 

continue with Engineering through to degree level. Despite feeling empowered by the idea of 

going to University, he remains vague about his future-plans and aspirations 

Similar to Thalente, Mudaser also had an unsettled start to his post-16 education. He enrolled at 

another college and signed up to A Levels, however he found the demands of the course too 

difficult and so came to Beacon College to enrol on Engineering. After a few months on the level 2 

Engineering course, he realized that the hand skills were too difficult for him, so he switched to 

the level 1 course, built up his skills repertoire and is now completing the level 2 course. 

Mudaser’s is influenced by his family in deciding his future-plans. He chose the Engineering course 

on his mother’s advice despite finding the course difficult to start with, 

“I just listened to my mum, she told me like that I should do engineering because it’s really 

respectable and like I can gain loads of skills and if I can do it at uni it would be like really 

good. At first, I didn’t like the idea but after I started to learn skills I found it really 

interesting and like enjoyed it. So, what my mum said was really good” 

Mudaser, Engineering transcripts, pg. 3: 103-106 

Despite his friend being on another course (Business) he respects his views and looks for 

acceptance from him,  

 “yeah, like even though my friend does Business Studies he told me like the way I was 

talking about Engineering he found it interesting and it was good to hear that, so I think it 

helps me a lot because I know it’s a worthwhile course” 
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Mudaser, Engineering transcripts, pg. 6: 214-216 

Therefore, he is looking for reassurance and acceptance amongst his peer group as the course if 

outside his horizons for action. Moreover, work-related skills have helped Mudaser to see the 

value of the course outside of the classroom and built his confidence,  

“but I think these hand skills are good because ummm where you learnt these different 

skills you can adapt them outside, so like say there’s something in your house that you 

need to fix, I can easily do it now. Or like if you had a business you could do the work for it 

which helps. Like I’ve helped my dad do things in the house which has saved him money” 

Mudaser, Engineering transcripts, pg. 9: 316-319 

Whilst Mudaser enjoyed his Engineering course and could see welding as a potential future 

career, he would like to continue his learning through an apprenticeship, however through his 

mother’s desire for Mudaser to go to university, he is now considering progressing with a level 3 

course to then enable him to go to university,   

“well oh, for me, I had a choice of doing apprenticeship after level 2 but my mum said it’s 

good, but I want you to go to uni, because in my family no other boy has been to uni and 

got a degree, for me, I will be the first one to do that” 

Mudaser, Engineering transcripts, pg. 12: 420-428 

No future-plans  

The interviewed young people who were identified as having no future-plans were those who did 

not present any ambition or plan to pursue a potential future career. 

Ally  

Ally is from a working-class background and identifies as ethnically ‘white’. He is enrolled on the 

level 2 Business course, he plans on continuing with Business through to level 3. But is unsure of 

what he plans to do in the future. Despite having studied level 2 Business previously Ally applied 
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for the level 2 Business and Accounting course at college. The website and poster advertising the 

Business and Accounting course was a choice influencer, 

“They made it sound like it was the best course, also on the website there’s videos of 

people who have studied it before and they’ve all got good jobs now” 

Ally, Business transcript, pg. 4:132-134 

The influence of advertising on Ally’s course choice can be attributed to his lack of skills to 

critically assess the use and worth of the qualification. When the Business and Accounting course 

was cancelled due to college organizational issues, he signed up for another level 2 Business 

course despite having already studied it at school,    

“It was definitely the easy option, I had to pick something at least I could doss about a bit 

because I knew it from before” 

Ally, Business transcript, pg. 2: 60-61 

Ally has a lot of family support and networks to obtain advice and guidance from, for example his 

aunt, cousins and parents, however he does not identify with any of their career suggestions,   

“my aunty was telling me to do apprenticeships straight away, my parents were telling me 

to do whatever and my cousin was telling me to do Law cos he’s got his Masters in Law 

and is now a lawyer for Purple Bricks and I was like none of these suit me, I don’t want to 

do these”  

He is aware of the different routes into further education after his college course such as HE and 

Apprenticeships, however he dismisses Apprenticeships, as he doesn’t find the idea of working 

from now attractive and wants to maximize the amount of education he can obtain at no cost,   

“I knew what they were, but I decided that I didn’t want to work from when I was 16, I’ve 

got my whole life to do that, wanted to enjoy student life for a bit, til it’s free I guess” 

Ally, Business transcript, pg. 3: 88-89 
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Whilst he has decided to continue with level 3 Business, it appears to be a choice to buy him some 

time to decide what path he wants to follow. Moreover, the lack of work-related learning 

(including work experience) and exposure to a range of careers made it more difficult for Ally to 

identify with a particular future career path. This impacted course choice and future-plans as he 

was unable to balance the intricacies of realising his potential and maintaining a sense of 

authentic self.  However, for those young people who had the opportunity to undertake WRL, 

they were able to plan and follow a more structured transition. This is likely to lead to subsequent 

progression in levels of education and training.   

Although elements of the interviewed young people’s future-plans and aspirations can be 

attributable to the impact of social media platforms and partly due to the lack of familial 

dispositions, it is notable that the interviews revealed little focus being placed on preparing the 

young people interviewed for the transition from college to the world of work. For example, the 

final interview question asked the young people what their future-plans were and what steps they 

had taken to achieve their objective. Though throughout the interviews some of the young people 

had indicated the use of careers advisors or teachers to gain direction for future-plans, there was 

no apparent, impartial process to guide the young people through the different options available 

to them.   

As a teacher in this sector I notice daily, the need for such a process especially for those young 

people who lack appropriate sources of guidance. For example, parents who have little 

experience or knowledge of the different options available such as Thalente’s mum who is a nurse 

or Mudaser’s parents, a housewife and BT engineer who don’t have experience of university but 

are encouraging Mudaser to follow a route into Higher Education without considering all the 

opportunities he could access.  For example, Mudaser mentions that he is unsure what type of 

engineering he would like to continue but so far, he has enjoyed welding the most. He realises 

that he doesn’t need a degree to pursue a career in welding but due to his mum’s emphasis on 

being the first boy to get a degree he feels compelled to follow this route.  
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6.7 Vignettes 

Young people’s perspectives of level 2 vocational courses and how they shape their future-plans is 

a complex issue. The purpose of these vignettes is to demonstrate these intricacies. 

In this vignette we can see the impact of familial advice on shaping young people’s pathways and 

how it can lead to churning between qualifications. It also demonstrates the value of work-related 

learning and the need for impartial careers advice and guidance in helping young people to find 

their niche and vocation in life. 

Raie (ICT) 

Raie is from Gibraltar, she was 18 years old at the time of the interview and she came to 

England last year to continue her education. Her parents work as an accountant (mother) and 

plumber (father). Raie had previously achieved GCSE History and Maths though she had studied 

and failed level 2 ICT twice. Raie indicates she has worked on developing a more positive 

mindset towards education which is why she has decided to have a third go at this course 

despite not wanting to progress with this subject area and instead will pursue further education 

in the social sciences. Raie’s grandmother has been a major influence on her educational 

decision-making. Raie reminisces that she wanted to study Psychology. However, her 

grandmother suggested that IT would be more beneficial. However, despite her grandmother’s 

advice and her positive experience of the IT course at Beacon college, Raie has decided that her 

passion and vocation lies in the Social Sciences,  

“I just feel like if I’m going to choose something that I enjoy it would be Social Sciences 

because in the future I want to help people and I want to go to university too, that 

would be a major achievement for me, from not going to school and failing to getting a 

degree” 

ICT transcript pg. 1:18-20 

However, Raie indicates that reaching this decision has not been an easy process for her as 

there were times when she was finding it difficult to choose between all the career options 
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available to her. Raie disclosed that she spoke to her class teacher about her dilemma and 

followed his advice of speaking with the College careers advisor who helped her to narrow 

down her choice to three careers. 

Raie holds her teachers in high esteem, she trusts their opinions and believes that they are 

more invested in their student’s futures compared to parents,  

“teachers get passionate towards their students, they want you to succeed, and parents 

have so many jobs whereas a teacher’s job is just focused on you the student” 

ICT transcript pg. 5:169-170 

She attributes this to parent’s having many different facets to deal with in their day to day life 

such as looking after the home, siblings and keeping their jobs. However, Raie does not 

recognise that teachers may also have to deal with these aspects in their daily life alongside 

their teaching responsibilities.  Whilst Raie would like to continue her education in the Social 

Sciences, she is aware of the uses of IT and how she would be able to apply it in her future 

career. In addition to this, she understands the benefits of networking and how it can benefit 

her also, 

“I want to go to university and study psychology, I still want to stay in touch with my 

college friends because one day I want to build a website and create my own business, 

like a consultant or life coach so I want people to find me on my website” 

ICT transcript pg. 11:370-372 

She also does not demonstrate any understanding of the qualities needed to become 

successful,  

“mmm not sure really, I guess some of it is having the right knowledge and there’s a lot 

of luck involved to be able to get as big as Zuckerberg or someone like that” 

ICT transcript pg. 6:207-208 

 

In contrast, the subsequent vignette demonstrates how influential modern technology such as 

television programmes and social media in shaping occupational pathways for young people. 
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Especially for those young people who do not have the familial dispositions to guide them 

through the diverse array of qualifications and pathways. In addition, it highlights the impact of 

work-related learning in helping young people form an understanding of the world of work and 

the effect tuition fees can have on the decision-making of young people from lower socio-

economic backgrounds.   

James (Health and Social Care) 

James is 17 years old, he didn’t achieve any level 2 qualifications at school and is currently 

studying a level 2 Health and Social Care qualification alongside level 2 Maths and English 

qualifications. He is from a working-class background and his parents work as a retail assistant 

(mother) and Truck driver (father). James was initially very vague with how he came to choose 

the HSC course. However, when he reflected on his journey it became apparent that his past 

experiences and exposure to television programmes depicting medical related careers since the 

age of 8/9 years old were strong influences in his course choice,  

“I guess my past experiences. I like helping people and I used to visit my grandad in the 

nursing home. What the nurses did for him was good, made him comfy and that. I’d like 

to do that for someone”  

Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 1:26-28 

James also revealed that he did not want to go to his local college and is now travelling further 

as he wanted to move away from his friendship group and improve his reputation. Teachers 

have played a varied role in James’ education, he reminisces that at school he was not able to 

develop a good relationship with them as they were always at loggerheads surrounding issues 

such as appearance. James blames his teacher’s for failing his GCSE’s,  

“Cos the school I went to, all the teachers in there are like…all they do is have a go at 

you. And all they cared the most about was the way you looked and what you were 

wearing. I mean my mum went into school loads of time to complain about the 

teaching and stuff, but they didn’t do nothing. I failed English because of my English 
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teacher, I failed maths and pretty much everything. But with teachers and school, they 

don't really care about you, they just want you to get the work done and then go. That's 

what I get from them… 

Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 16:517-523 

However, at College James has had a more positive experience with the teaching staff. He has 

felt supported by them, to the extent that he compares the teaching staff with the that of 

parents. He believes that good rapport he has been able to develop with the teachers has led 

to an improvement in his grades. 

One of James’ concerns with continuing his education was the financial implications of it. He 

had planned his future choices around the most cost-effective method. For example, he was 

not averse to going to university, though he was concerned about the tuition fees and was not 

aware of the student loans available. Once this was explained to him he did see the merit of a 

university education but still worried about how his parents would view the student debt he 

would be in, 

 “I want to do my level 3 HSC qualification here cos I can get another two years for free 

where the government pays for it and then do a qualification in nursing, probably an 

apprenticeship so I can earn money as well. Then hopefully I will have saved some 

money and can go travelling around the world and that” 

Health and Social Care transcript, pg. 18:596-599 

 

Similarly, this vignette presents the journey of a young person who was inspired through work 

experience to follow the apprenticeship route into accountancy, however through a lack of 

understanding of the RPA policy she enrolled on a college course which she had previously 

obtained the equivalent qualification. This young person demonstrates autonomy in decision-

making though she also expresses the need for structured and supported careers advice and 

guidance which she feels she did not receive at college.   
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Hannah (Business)  

Hannah is from a professional socio-economic background; her parents work as a Legal 

Secretary (mother) and Civil Engineer (father) and she identifies as ethnically ‘White’. She is 

currently enrolled on level 2 Business and Maths course.  

Following formal schooling Hannah secured an apprenticeship in Business, however it was 

cancelled before the start date. This led Hannah to enrolling on the Business and Accounting 

course at College. Hannah demonstrates autonomy in her decision-making though she relies on 

the support of her parents with the administrative element of applying for an apprenticeship. 

She believes that the role of parents is to support the young person in the decision they make, 

“this was something I wanted to do for myself. I did sit down with my parents and they 

asked me if I wanted to go to college or apply for apprenticeships, and then they helped 

me apply for the apprenticeship and then obviously it got cancelled so I applied here” 

Business transcript, pg. 5:150-152 

Hannah wanted to enrol in the Business and Accounting course as she had previous work 

experience at a high street bank where she became familiar with accountancy and felt that it 

was a good vocation for her. In addition to this, she needed to continue working in her part-

time job as she studied and so she needed a course that would accommodate this 

arrangement. This was also why she didn’t go ahead with the other apprenticeships she had 

applied for. They required her to study A Levels as the taught element of the apprenticeship 

and that would mean she would not be able to continue with her part-time job. 

Considering the Business and Accounting course being cancelled, Hannah enrolled on the level 

2 Business course despite already having obtained a level 2 qualification in Business at school. 

She was informed by the College that she would be learning different Business content 

compared to the course she previously studied, 

“I guess Business is Business it doesn’t change much, but it was good to learn it more, I 

know it really well now and so if I go to the higher level I can get an amazing grade in 

it” 
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Business transcript, pg. 2:54-58 

The Business course had a disruptive start as their teacher left and they did not have a 

permanent replacement teacher until three months after the start of term. Hannah had 

contemplated leaving the course and seeking another apprenticeship. However, she was 

concerned that the RPA policy would mean her parents would be fined. Whilst Hannah looks to 

her aunt as a role model she avoids other sources of advice and guidance such as talking to 

family and friends. Hannah preferred talking to a careers advisor at school to get advice on the 

path she should pursue following the end of formal schooling,  

“yeah they are useful because family and friends try to influence you to do what they’re 

doing, I spoke to friends and they were trying to convince me to do Law with some of 

them and their college and my mum was trying to tell me to do hair and beauty but 

deep down that wasn’t what I wanted which is why speaking to the careers advisor 

helped me. We filled out a questionnaire and that showed you which career option 

would be best for you, so I definitely think the careers advisor is best because they’re 

unbiased” 

Business transcript, pg. 11:372-377 

Hannah reminisces that she was still undecided as to which path she wanted to follow up to 

two months before leaving school and it was upon a teacher’s advice that she spoke to the 

careers advisor to help her make the decision.  

In comparison to school, Hannah was very disappointed with the career advisor at college, she 

expected them to provide more tailored and structured support. Hannah maintained that the 

careers advisor at school had a higher level of knowledge and a good network of businesses to 

call upon to help students, whereas at college the system felt very bureaucratic.  

Other factors which influenced Hannah’s post-16 choice was the college open days, as she 

could talk to existing students as they are likely to tell the truth and that she would be able to 

view the facilities. Hannah feels that she prepared well for the end of college, she secured an 

apprenticeship in Business 2 months prior to finishing the course.  



 

199 
 

6.8 Summary 

In summary these interviews have highlighted that young people’s perceptions of their level 2 

vocational course and understanding of the labour market is shaped by a multitude of factors 

which are intricate and intertwined.  

Work-related learning and exposure to a range of careers is a crucial factor in shaping young 

people’s future-plans. It is also essential in helping young people to align their aspirations with 

reality and build a network of professionals who could assist them with developing the necessary 

dispositions for future employment opportunities.   

Likewise, the interviews bought to light an intersection between ethnicity and parents’ aspirations 

for the young people. Young people from BME backgrounds were more likely to pursue HE 

despite their parents not being embedded in the HE field, in contrast to their ‘White’ working 

class counterparts. Some of the young people interviewed also illustrated the how digital 

technology such as social media contributed to young people’s perceptions of certain careers and 

led to them living in a ‘virtual bubble’ with a misaligned view between reality and fantasy.  
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Chapter 7: Discussion  

7.1 Introduction 

This mixed method sequential explanatory study set out to increase understanding of post-16 

young people (aged 16-18) who were following a level 2 vocational pathway and their decision-

making process. This chapter first summarises the findings as answers to the three research 

questions and then discusses the new knowledge generated by these questions and answers in 

relation to past research and the contributions that this new knowledge makes to our 

understanding in this area. The strengths and limitations of the research are also examined as well 

as the implications for practice, policy and future research. Whilst this chapter has been written in 

the third person, there are elements which have been written in the first person to take into 

consideration the researcher’s experiences of post-16 education. The benefit of which is two-fold, 

as it further highlights the realities facing young people and teachers in this sector and elucidates 

the implications the findings have for practice and policy. The names used in relation to the 

findings from the qualitative research are all pseudonyms.  

7.2 Findings 

7.2.1 Research question 1: ‘How do the demographics of young people (aged 16-18) who follow 

a level 2 vocational pathway in England differ to those who follow a level 3 vocational 

pathway?’ 

The findings from Chapter 4 show that the demographics of young people who follow a post-16 

level 2 vocational pathway differ from those that follow a level 3 vocational pathway in many 

respects and that these differentiated a young person’s decision-making. The factors which had 

the largest impact on choice of pathway were, a young person’s gender, ethnicity and the highest 

qualification held in their household. Those young people who were female, ‘White’ and who’s 

parents had ‘GCSE A-C or equivalent’ as their highest qualification, had significantly higher odds of 
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following a level 2 pathway.   By contrast, the multivariate logistic regression model found that 

socio-economic class was not significant in determining the level of post-16 pathway. 

This answer to the first research question provides new knowledge in the area of post-16 

education as the demographics of post-16 learners who follow a level 2 pathway have not 

previously been considered. Moreover, previous research has not focussed on the association 

between demographic factors and the pathways of post-16 level 2 vocational learners.  This new 

evidence illustrates the extent to which background factors such as: gender, ethnicity and socio-

economic class can have on post-16 decision-making and its impact on pathways.  

7.2.2 Research question 2: 'What are the factors that relate to young people's (aged 16-18) 

choices of level 2 vocational courses in England?' 

The findings from Chapters 5 and 6 (the qualitative phase of the study) identified that young 

people’s dispositions of education and work can be altered through various choice influencers 

such as: work-related learning experiences, technology and targeted careers advice and guidance. 

These results also illustrate the importance of timing for young people who choose to follow a 

post-16 level 2 pathway. For example, how the little time between GCSE results day and college 

enrolment can lead to contingent decisions, as young people are left to navigate their way 

through the increasingly complex post-16 education landscape.   

These findings provide new knowledge in the area of post-16 education as they reveal the 

tensions that exist in heavily gendered post-16 level 2 vocational courses such as Engineering and 

Health and Social Care. Moreover, they also highlight the positive influence of technology and role 

models in challenging these deep-set gender silos.    Likewise, the study presented new 

knowledge surrounding how young people on post-16 level 2 courses interact with sources of 

Careers Information Advice and Guidance (CIAG). This finding has implications for how CIAG is 

presented to young people (aged 16-18), teacher’s role in providing CIAG and how young people 

can be empowered to use the CIAG they receive to crystallise future aspirations and plan for their 

transition from school-to-work.  
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7.2.3 Research question 3: ‘What are young people's (aged 16-18) perspectives of their level 2 

vocational course in England and how do they think it shapes their future career choices and 

aspirations?’ 

The vignettes in Chapters 5 and 6 demonstrated that young people are influenced by a myriad of 

choice influencers and experiences which interweave to create particular pathways as they 

transition between formal schooling, FE and/or the world of work. These young people have to 

continually reposition themselves based on the information, advice and guidance they have 

received from various sources and their incomplete understanding of the policies and 

opportunities available to them.  

These findings in the area of post-16 education highlight that regardless of background 

demographic factors (e.g. ethnicity, gender, socio-economic class and parent’s highest 

qualification), these young people have high aspirations and are looking for ways to expand 

beyond their own horizons for action and those boundaries which have been drawn for them by 

examination results and wider social expectation. Moreover, technology such as television and 

social media (online and otherwise) can have lasting and positive effects on young people’s 

pathways and this has far-reaching implications for educational establishments as well as 

education policy.   

7.3 Findings in relation to past research  

This study confirms and expands upon findings of previous studies as reviewed in Chapter 2, but 

also contributes new knowledge in the area of post-16 education. The quantitative findings 

provide a comprehensive understanding of not only the demographics of post-16 young people 

who follow a vocational level 2 pathway, but also how these background factors influence 

decision-making in comparison to those young people who follow a level 3 pathway.  

The Next Steps dataset has not been previously used to consider the impact of young people’s 

demographics on their transitions following compulsory schooling at the age of 16. Therefore, this 

is the first study that compares the impact of the demographics of young people’s transitions who 
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are on level 2 course, compared to those who follow a level 3 course. Indeed, due to the 

longitudinal nature of the Next Steps dataset and its national context, previous empirical research 

has used the dataset in relation to young people’s transitions, attitudes to education and 

decision-making. More recent examples of studies that have used the Next Steps dataset include, 

Del Bono and Ermisch (2010), Strand (2011), Henderson et al., (2017) and Moulton et al., (2018).  

7.3.1 The ways in which socio-economic class influences choice of post-16 pathway 

Social class is a contested concept (Bornstein and Bradley, 2003; Giddens and Sutton, 2017) and 

there exist many ways to operationalize it (Giddens and Sutton, 2017:490). For example, socio-

economic class (SEC), socio-economic status (SES) or socio-economic disadvantage (SED), see 

Chapter 2, Section 2.2.4 for a detailed discussion. In this section when referring to the social class 

of the young people used in this study, social class is operationalised as socio-economic class. 

However, to maintain the accuracy of findings from previous studies, the researcher uses the 

term operationalised by the authors.  

The quantitative findings from the multivariate logistic regression model illustrated that socio-

economic class (as measured by NS-SEC in the Next Steps dataset) was not a significant factor 

influencing post-16 pathway when other factors were considered. This finding was in contrast to 

the bivariate logistic regression model, where it was found to be significant. This was a surprising 

finding as young people’s outcomes have been previously found to be impacted by measures 

used to determine socio-economic class (for example, Ball et al., 2002; Rothon, 2007; Thompson, 

2009).  

One reason for this finding could be the way socio-economic class was measured by NS-SEC in the 

Next Steps dataset. In waves 1 and 2, the NS-SEC variable was derived using the parent’s current 

or most recent occupational details (DfE, 2011:45). Whereas in waves 3 to 5 the interviews only 

collected the household’s current employment details (ibid). The collection of this data took place 

during the global recession which started in 2007, thus providing some explanation of why over a 

quarter of main parents were unemployed (see Chapter 4, Table 4.2). Moreover, in wave 5 data 
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for parent’s current occupation was collected from the young person (DfE, 2011:45). This could 

have led to inaccurate information about parent’s occupations, as young people may be unaware 

of parent’s job, roles and avenues of income. Previous empirical studies, such that by Ensminger 

et al., (2000) have found that younger students, students from single parent households and 

lower achieving students were less likely to report accurate socio-economic measures.  

Moreover, other factors such as increased access to the internet, television and books may have 

reduced the impact of socio-economic class on the choice of young people’s pathways. According 

to (Sirin, 2005) these factors could be the reason why there is a weaker correlation between SES 

and school achievement. Additionally, Sirin (2005:442) found that the extent of the relationship 

between SES and school achievement was lower than that reported in White’s (1982) meta-

analysis. This was highlighted to be due to changes in the way SES is reported and to reflect 

societal and policy changes.  

Therefore, socio-economic class cannot be overlooked as influencing young people’s post-16 

decision-making, specifically, as it is commonly indicated by a combination of parental income, 

education and occupation (White, 1982; Sirin, 2005; Giddens and Sutton, 2017). The findings from 

this study showed that, family income, occupation and the highest qualification held in a young 

person’s household were significant in influencing the post-16 pathway that the young person 

followed. This suggests that young people from households with lower incomes, occupation and 

qualifications (lower than a degree), may not have access to the same opportunities to be able to 

effectively navigate the complex post-16 landscape, thus putting them at a disadvantage. 

Moreover, previous empirical research (e.g. Lewis, 1994; Colley et al., 2003; Pring et al., 2009; 

Crawford et al., 2011; Chankseliani, 2016) found that vocational education was disproportionately 

accessed by those young people from lower socio-economic groups as they may be excluded from 

academic education and could be from areas of multiple disadvantage. Therefore, not only will 

these young people have unequal access to information, advice and guidance, but the wider 

familial expectation is also likely to be different for those young people. For example, James 

dismisses university as an option as he is concerned about his parent’s reaction regarding tuition 
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fees. Thus, demonstrating that family socio-economic class cannot be considered in isolation of 

other factors, such as attitudes to higher education and apprenticeships. 

7.3.2 Ethnicity and Gender as pathway influencers 

Young people’s ethnicity was a significant variable in both the bivariate and multivariate logistic 

regression models. Young people from BME backgrounds had significantly lower odds of following 

a level 2 pathway compared to those young people from ‘White’ ethnicities.  Previous empirical 

research surrounding post-16 learners has identified general trends in demographics such as, 

ethnicity for vocational learners. For example, Atkins et al., (2011) identified that the interaction 

between ethnicity and gender is important in determining pathways. They found that White-

British working-class students (boys and girls) were a group of concern due to low examination 

attainment at age 16, which is likely to influence transitions at post-16.  

The findings from the quantitative phase of this study show that girls who identify as ethnically 

‘White’ are more likely to follow a post-16 level 2 pathway in comparison to those from other 

ethnicities, even when other background factors were accounted for. For example, the odds ratio 

for the variable ‘female’ in the multivariate logistic regression models increases by 70% compared 

to the bivariate logistic regression model. Therefore, post-16 females who identify as ethnically 

‘White’ are more likely to follow a post-16 level 2 when other background factors such as 

ethnicity, parental income and socio-economic class are accounted for. This highlights that the 

needs of these young people are not being met by the educational system. To further exemplify 

these findings, previous studies focussing on white working-class young people, have found that 

factors such as low student and parental educational aspirations, in addition to low literacy levels, 

feelings of marginalisation, a lack of community and school engagement and lack of targeted 

support to break the poverty cycle are impacting educational attainment (Demie and Lewis; 

2011:254).  

Additionally, the findings from the multivariate logistic regression model show that young people 

from five Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) categories (Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Black African 
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and Other) had lower odds of following a level 2 pathway compared to those in the reference 

category of ‘White’. Where nearly three-quarters of the level 2 sample considered themselves 

ethnically ‘White’, the findings from this study have substantial implications for both policy and 

practice as it identifies young people who are ‘female’ and ‘White’ are most likely to follow a 

post-16 level 2 vocational pathway.  This confirms Strand’s (2008) findings which found that 

aspirations to continue in FTE education after 16 was 95% and above, across the SES spectrum for 

all other minority groups including Black Caribbean girls, but at much lower levels for White 

British working-class boys (60%), Black Caribbean working-class boys (72%) and White working-

class girls (75%).  

In contrast, the findings from this study showed that there was a greater resilience amongst the 

young people from BME ethnic backgrounds regardless of their socio-economic class. For 

example, Gindy, Mudaser, Thalente and Matt all had high educational aspirations and had high 

levels of parental involvement in their decision-making process. This could be attributable to their 

aspirational cultures as evidenced in previous studies (Cheng and Starks 2002; Kao and Thompson 

2003; Modood 2003; Archer and Francis 2007; Pearce and Lin 2007; Strand and Winston 2008; 

Strand 2011).  

The findings from the qualitative aspect of this study highlight the lack of understanding of post-

16 education (e.g. policies, pathways and funding) to be the prime factors influencing attainment 

and progression at post-16, both for those who considered themselves ethnically ‘White’ and 

those young people from BME backgrounds. The qualitative findings emphasised that the main 

difference between young people from white backgrounds and those from BME was the level of 

parental involvement and aspirations.  BME students on level 2 courses were all considering 

routes into HE through family expectations rather than personal aspirations compared to their 

‘White’ peers. This was due to the high benefits parents attributed to a university degree 

compared to apprenticeships, despite the BME young people trying to persuade their parents of 

the benefits of apprenticeships. This confirms Strand’s (2008) findings which suggested that one 

of the contributing factors that accounted for higher attainment of most ethnic minority groups 
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from low SES backgrounds and the difference in attainment of Black Caribbean girls (in 

comparison to boys), was parental and student educational aspirations to continue in FTE post-16.  

Furthermore, the findings identified an intersection between ethnicity and socio-economic class. 

For those young people who were from BME immigrant backgrounds, education was viewed as a 

means of achieving upward social mobility. This was despite the parents of the young people not 

being embedded in the Higher Education (HE) field and therefore lacking the appropriate cultural 

capital to help their children navigate the field.  This differential between BME and White young 

people from working-class backgrounds, could be due to several reasons. For example, measures 

of social class used in England may not be appropriate for first generation families from BME 

backgrounds, as they may have been moved to the lower end of the social class spectrum when 

they moved to England (Rothon, 2007:307), whilst possessing higher levels of cultural capital from 

their native country. 

Moreover, first generation minority ethnic parents may have come from unstable environments 

(for example, Amir), therefore, parental values may diminish the effects of low social class 

(Rothon, 2007:317). Additionally, Ule et al. (2015) and Cuconato and Walther (2015) argue that 

parent’s motives for being involved in educational decision-making may stem from concern for 

their children, it can also be rooted in concern for their future family status as observed in 

Mudaser’s case. This is what has been previously described as the immigrant paradigm or 

immigrant mentality (Kao and Thompson, 2003, Francis and Archer, 2005, Luthra, 2010), where 

immigrant parents make sure they do everything they can to ensure their children’s success.  

Furthermore, findings from Khattab’s (2015:746) study which used the Next Steps data to 

examine how different combinations of aspirations, expectations and school achievement can 

influence student’s future educational behaviour (applying to university at the age of 17-18), 

found that high parental expectations significantly contributed to school achievement and future 

educational behaviour (Marjoribanks, 2002, Khattab, 2015). In the aforementioned study, 

ethnicity was also found to be an important factor, by sixth form (age 16-18) young people from 
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ethnic minorities were significantly more likely to apply for university compared to their White 

peers (Khattab, 2015). Therefore, the findings from this study and previous research suggest that 

ethnicity can have a greater impact on determining young people’s post-16 pathways. 

7.3.3. How changing dispositions influence course choice  

The key features of young people’s lives and experiences that influenced and shaped their post-16 

course choice were gender, technology and work-related learning (WRL).  These findings were 

highlighted by some of the courses such as Engineering and Health and Social Care being heavily 

gendered (see Chapter 3, Table 3.9). This confirms findings from previous research from over 15 

years ago, which found that young people were choosing occupations within traditional gender 

stereotypical roles despite changes in the labour market (Bates, 1993, Hodkinson et al., 1996, 

Skeggs, 1997, Fuller and Unwin, 2003, Colley et al., 2003). For example, it was found that 

Childcare courses were exclusively female and Engineering wholly male orientated (Colley et al., 

2003). Despite Ainley (1993) arguing that the expansion of the service industry and retrenchment 

of manufacturing industries was eroding gender boundaries. Thus, the findings from this study 

confirm that despite there being additional policy focus being placed on encouraging more girls to 

enter occupations related to Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM; see BEIS, 

2017), at post-16 level 2, vocational qualifications still remain heavily gendered.  

The findings from the qualitative aspect of the research also found an intersection between 

ethnicity and gender, where young people were making gendered course choices and future-

plans based on their dispositions and the advice and guidance they had received.  For example, 

there were three instances where girls were trying to break gender boundaries, further 

highlighting the challenges that they face. Lucy, Jen and Sarah were all from working-class 

backgrounds and identified as ethnically ‘White’, they were seeking to break gender boundaries 

to access untapped opportunities available in those industries.  However, when faced with a 

forced turning point Jen and Sarah excluded themselves from a course and pathway where they 

did not feel a sense of belonging, despite having a network of contacts in the industry.  
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Contrastingly, Lucy was able to broaden her horizons for action through receiving advice and 

guidance from her subject tutor and the influence of technology, increasing her knowledge on the 

opportunities available to her. On the other hand, James seemed to find it much easier to break 

gender boundaries due to being exposed to the work of the care home which looked after his 

granddad from a young age and the influence of television programmes related to the medical 

industry. Previous research confirms these findings, as it has been found that television is one of 

the important sources of occupational information for youth because it regularly portrays work-

related activities of fictional characters (Wroblewski and Huston, 1987).  

Though, it has also been found that children learn to gender stereotype occupations based on the 

gender of the television role model and that girls will modify their occupational aspirations as a 

result of viewing particular occupational roles portraying women (O’Bryant and Corder-Bolz, 

1978). Therefore, class and gender dispositions have been found to constrain choice and maintain 

gender silos (Hodkinson, 1996; Atkins et al., 2011). These findings exemplify that more work 

needs to be done to remove the barriers presented by class and gender, so that young people in 

post-16 vocational education can make school-to work transitions in line with their aspirations 

and skills-set. 

The findings from the qualitative research also highlighted that structural factors such as access to 

technology, work-related learning and related television programmes can reverse heavily 

gendered scripts and enable young people to move into ‘non-traditional’ gender industries. For 

example, the influence of technology was strong enough to alter Lucy’s dispositions surrounding 

women in Engineering and therefore helped to shape her future-plans and aspirations. Previous 

research has shown that television is an important source of occupational information for 

teenagers and has the potential to introduce them to careers they may not have previously 

considered (Hoffner et al., 2006; Archer et al., 2014).  

However, some of the interviewed young people indicated that they were not aware of the 

realities of their chosen occupations and were basing decisions on the glamorised versions viewed 
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on television or social media. Other studies have also found that television shows that focus on 

how the characters do their jobs, exclude the tedious and mundane aspects of work and 

glamorize occupations (Houck, 2006; Jones, 2003). Nevertheless, there is little previous research 

on the influence of technology on the career aspirations of young people on vocational pathways. 

Therefore, these findings are novel and increase understanding surrounding the factors that 

influence course choice and plans, whilst further highlighting the need for further research in 

these areas. 

Work-related learning such as work experience was one of the main ways young people were 

exposed to the work environment. Through these experiences young people were able to see the 

reality of jobs, both the glamourous aspects and the mundane. Therefore, it helped to balance 

young people’s view of work with that they saw on television or through other forms of media. 

The young people were able to see the benefits of their subject outside of the classroom. For 

example, Raie’s part-time job in a betting shop provided her with the opportunity to see how 

lucrative IT skills can be in the workplace, 

“I mean for me I worked in a betting company with people who would come in and do 

freelance work and seeing them come in and do technical skills and go away with so much 

money, I would be like wow that’s amazing”  

Raie, ICT transcript, pg. 6:200-202 

Therefore, her part time job was a turning point as she was able to re-evaluate the usefulness of 

IT skills across all sectors. Work-related learning can contribute to shaping and even changing 

deep-set dispositions surrounding notions of subject related skills. Moreover, the findings identify 

that there is a schism between theory and practice for young people on post-16 level 2 vocational 

courses. Therefore, by increasing young people’s exposure to these WRL experiences, it provides 

them with the prospect of developing future aspirations in-line with current job market 

opportunities and understand how skills can be transferred to other sectors. These findings are in 

line with previous research that found WRL enables young people to experience the world of 
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work and gain specific skills (Ahier et al., 2000) and further expands our understanding of how 

WRL contributes to changing young people’s dispositions of the workplace and careers. 

7.3.4. The role of parents as choice influencers   

Parental influence was an important choice influencer for the interviewed young people across all 

four subject areas. There was evidence of cross-class parental influence that worked in different 

ways. For example, middle-class parents were more strategic and instrumental in their children’s 

decision-making process whereas working-class parents were more concerned with short-term 

benefits of decisions. Moreover, exposure to parental careers influenced the young person’s 

dispositions that largely contributed to young person’s career orientation. However, for young 

people who did not have good familial relationships or those whose parents lacked the social 

capital to advise their children for example immigrants, teachers were the first port of call for 

advice on course choices.  

Parents who were from a BME background were also very involved in the educational decision-

making of the young person. They were very keen for the young person to follow a route that 

would lead to HE, despite the young person’s concerns towards the associated costs of HE and 

their desire to follow an apprenticeship route. Parents attached a higher value to a university 

degree than training in a specific vocation. These social expectations imposed on the young 

person by family and those related to them, influenced their future-plans. This finding has 

implications for the role of parents in young people’s decision-making. Whilst young people want 

to demonstrate a sense of autonomy, parents can be instrumental in shaping young people’s 

future-plans. These findings could be explained by previous research which found that first 

generation immigrants have aspirational cultures (Cheng and Starks 2002; Kao and Thompson 

2003; Modood 2003; Archer and Francis 2007; Pearce and Lin 2007; Strand and Winston 2008; 

Strand 2011). In addition to the fact that people who are first generation immigrants from BME 

backgrounds may have been moved to the lower end of the social class spectrum when they 

moved to England (Rothon, 2007:307). 



 

213 
 

Nevertheless, despite the reasons for parental involvement in young people’s educational 

decision-making, these findings highlight a wider issue surrounding post-16 pathways.  The 

qualitative interviews exposed parents as associating undesirable outcomes with vocational 

pathways. Therefore, more work needs to be done on informing young people’s wider networks 

of the benefits of vocational routes post-16 such as, apprenticeships, particularly as they are now 

available up to masters level in England. Furthermore, the increased government focus on the 

Apprenticeship sector is likely to present more varied and practical opportunities for motivated 

young people and all young people should have the chance of exploring these. 

7.3.5. Teachers and Careers Advisors – bridging further links between school and work 

Subject tutors were considered a hot source of knowledge and ranked as ‘very important’ by 

students taking Health and Social care and taking ICT subjects, ‘important’ by Engineering 

students and ‘lesser importance’ by Business students - the same ranking as parents gave from 

the Diamond 9 ranking activity (see Chapter 5, Table 5.1). However, young people were selective 

as to the tutors they sought advice from. Those subject tutors who could develop a good student-

teacher rapport were more likely to be sought for advice and guidance regarding course choice 

and future-plans. Advice and guidance provided by subject tutors can be vital in helping to shape 

young people’s understanding of the opportunities available to them. For example, Lucy who was 

trying to break gender boundaries in Engineering and immigrants Amir and Matt who needed 

specialised advice and guidance to navigate complex post-16 pathways. However, teacher’s 

knowledge of post-16 choices and various careers can be limited to their own life experiences and 

choices and there could be a risk of misinformation or too much emphasis on their own 

experiences of their academic pathway, thus leading to cultural replication (Foskett and Hemsley-

Brown, 2002; Wolf, 2011).    

Besides subject tutors, the qualitative findings highlighted the important role of careers advisors 

in offering young people advice and guidance regarding post-16 transitions. The interviewed 

young people’s experiences were mixed, and the quality of advice and guidance depended on the 
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young person’s needs and their access to other sources of information such as parents, tutors, 

work experience and the internet. For example, whilst at school Lucy was advised to study Health 

and Social Care despite Lucy voicing that she wanted to explore courses related to Engineering. 

This confirms findings from Atkin’s (2010:260) study which found that many of the young women 

had been directed to Health and Social care by Careers, Information, Advice and Guidance (CIAG) 

services because they liked babysitting or visiting elderly relatives, neither of which is a strong 

indicator of suitability for a career in care. Moreover, it is a widely noted issue that the provision 

of CIAG in England is varied (Beck et al., 2006; Haynes et al., 2013; Moon et al., 2004; Nicoletti and 

Berthoud, 2010).  

These findings, coupled with the reality of sources of information not being equal to particular 

students (Slack et al., 2012:2) means that students from different backgrounds are likely to have 

access to different sources, particularly in relation to their close social networks such as, peers, 

extended family and those young people with recent HE experience (ibid). Previous research has 

found that for young people who lack family support, careers advisors and other non-teaching 

staff have increasingly become involved in those young people’s educational trajectories (Foskett 

et al., 2008; Cuconato and Walther, 2015). Therefore, both teachers and non-teaching staff are 

important in helping young people develop notions of their future self and potential careers, as 

they can offer alternative options to existing attitudes, knowledge and perception.   

7.3.6 How young people interact with different sources of ‘hot’ information, advice and 

guidance  

Young people were selective with the sources of advice and guidance they chose to use to make 

their decisions: they preferred to seek advice from hot sources over cold. The findings showed 

that none of the interviewed young people considered cold sources such as prospectuses when 

considering course choices. The main sources of advice and guidance the interviewed young 

people considered to be hot were parents, teachers, careers advisors and technology such as 

television and social media. Indeed, it was found that the young people attached a different value 
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to each source of information, which can be conceptualised as a hierarchy. Figure 7.1 shows that 

all sources of CIAG were not equal in the eyes of the young people interviewed. For example, 

parents were regarded as the most reliable sources of CIAG and were the young people’s first 

port of call, despite the young people knowing that parents did not always have up-to-date 

knowledge of post-16 pathways. Moreover, despite the young people consulting other sources of 

CIAG they always went back to parents for confirmation of choice of pathway. Where there was a  

lack of rapport between the young person and parents, or in the case of immigrant children, the 

young people referred to subject tutors for advice. Similarly, in the absence of a good student-

teacher relationship or where the teacher did not have up-to-date information, the young people 

supplemented the advice with careers advisors. For example, Lucy who wanted to break into the 

Engineering field found it difficult to gather relevant information, advice and guidance about 

women in Engineering. Despite her teacher being a source of weak tie, her advice was not enough 

to convince Lucy of the opportunities in the industry. Moreover, Lucy found that the careers 

advisor did not have sufficient specialist knowledge of the types of jobs and sectors within 

Engineering, leading her to supplement all of the advice she had received with that she found on 

the Army website. Therefore, whist parents, teachers, careers advisors and technology were all 

viewed as ‘hot’ sources of CIAG, young people were found to distinguish between each type of 

CIAG based on their personal relationship with each source. 

Figure 7.1 Hierarchy of ‘hot’ sources of information, advice and guidance   
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Currently there is little research on how young people who follow lower levels of vocational 

education interact with sources of CIAG and how that influences choice and future-plans in light 

of the current educational landscape and labour market opportunities.  Therefore, the findings 

from this study further our understanding of how young people (aged 16-18) interact with various 

sources of CIAG. For example, the interviewed young people explored sources of information and 

advice close to them before looking to other sources. This challenges findings that young people 

in FE colleges were more likely to refer to careers advisors as having been helpful and are less 

likely to refer to parents as a source of advice (Keys et al., 1998) as parents who are of lower 

socio-economic class are unlikely to be well informed and to possess realistic knowledge about 

how to pursue career routes (Wikeley and Stables, 1999). However, this study shows that young 

people still refer back to parents to get approval of course choice, despite parents not being well-

informed of post-16 pathways.  

However, those young careers advisors who provided up-to-date advice, tailored to the young 

person’s needs were viewed as a reliable source of guidance regarding course choice and future-

plans. This type of structured support is essential for those young people who are from 

backgrounds with little or no experience of further education as they will need additional 

assistance with future choices. Therefore, this group of young people who are from low income or 

first-generation backgrounds need high quality information presented to them, but also guidance 

on how to use that information (Hemsley-Brown, 1999; Slack et al., 2012).  

Moreover, previous studies do not consider the influence of technology such as the internet or 

social media as sources of CIAG available to young people today. Television and social media 

platforms were common choice influencers spoken about by the interviewed young people. 

Continuous access to television and technology such as social media has led to young people 

living in a virtual bubble where reality and fantasy merge, thus influencing course options and 

future-plans. Young people find it difficult to distinguish between objective reality and that which 

has become their reality through social media. For example, through Instagram Thalente has been 

inspired to pursue long term aspirations to be a singer, alongside training to become a welder. 
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Current celebrities quick rise to fame through social media (e.g. Cardi B), meant that Thalente 

developed aspirations which were misaligned with reality as he was engrossed in a virtual bubble. 

He believed that becoming an accomplished singer was as simple as achieving social media 

popularity. This finding is novel as there is no previous findings on how social media enables 

young people to form notions of careers and future aspirations and therefore expands our 

understanding of how young people develop understanding of occupations and opportunities in 

the world of work.  

However, previous research focussing on the influence of television has identified two theories 

that contribute to the understanding of how media can influence young people’s dispositions 

surrounding the opportunities available to them in the world of work. Cultivation theory (Gerbner 

at al., 1980) asserts that heavy viewers of television tend to believe that the world portrayed by 

television represents an accurate depiction of the real world. Some jobs though may appear on 

television to be more exciting and glamourous than they are in reality. Moreover, ‘wishful 

identification’ is a psychological process through which a person desires or attempts to become 

like another person such as a media character (Feilitzen and Linne, 1975; Hoffner, 1996). Research 

that is more recent provides evidence that there is a relationship between MasterChef’s audience 

and youth’s increased interest in studying hospitality and catering (Di Pietro, 2016:18). This is in 

line with other studies that have found the increased number of students studying forensic 

related degrees have increased since the launch of the popular television series Crime Scene 

Investigation (CSI) (Houck, 2006; Smallwood, 2002). Therefore, the jobs or careers of television 

characters may appeal to young people and serve as role models in the development of their 

occupational aspirations, such as those who were mentioned in the qualitative findings, for 

example Nick Stokes, Mark Zuckerberg and Elon Musk.  

Whilst technology provided young people with role models, they were unsure of how they could 

achieve the same success as these popular personalities, for example Mark Zuckerberg or Elon 

Musk. This highlights the chasm in young people’s understanding of how to achieve success, that 

has led to their future goals to be misaligned with the reality of opportunities available to them. 
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However, this finding is not exclusive to the impact of technology, as previous research has found 

that those young people who aspired to work in nursery nursing, nursing, teaching and technical 

careers in IT, did not have any idea of how to achieve their aspirations and most had only the 

haziest concept of university (Atkins, 2010:260). These findings highlight that technology does 

seem to exacerbate the situation.  

Nevertheless, the findings from this study also identified two factors that negated the influence of 

social media on young people’s understanding of occupations and the opportunities available to 

them. The opportunity for Thalente to experience work-related learning such as gaining skills in 

welding and his mother’s persistence to continue with further education has opened 

opportunities for Thalente he would not know have existed before undertaking the course. 

Therefore, his short-term plans are rooted in the realism of life and the expectations of his family 

and wider society rather than the virtual bubble of social media.  

However, this was only true for those young people who could supplement the information 

obtained from technology with ‘hot’ knowledge from reliable networks such work colleagues, 

therefore reducing the impact of technology as a choice influencer.  Moreover, providing up to 

date and relevant CIAG is influential for successful learner progression at post-16 so that young 

people can understand the implications of their choices and are not disadvantaged due to poor 

quality information about progression opportunities (Moote and Archer, 2018).  

7.3.7 The importance of timing 

The findings from the qualitative data identified two issues with timing. First, the interviewed 

young people had unrealistic measures of time. Second, the young people chose their level 2 

course after their formal secondary schooling, in a very short time frame.  

Considering first, young people’s measure of time; there was a misalignment between what 

young people considered a long time and the reality of the length of time available to them. For 

example, James claimed that he had ‘always’ wanted to pursue Nursing as a career path, when 

probed on how long he’s known this, he confirmed since the previous year.  Whilst one year may 
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seem a long time for young people, deciding on a career path with one year left to complete 

secondary schooling can inhibit their course and career choice as they may not have the 

appropriate credentials to be able to embark on that career path. Thus, the young people may 

have to make contingent choices based on the available courses to them, consequently shaping 

course choice, altering future-plans and inhibiting a smooth transition into the world of work.  

Considering second, the timing of choice surrounding level 2 options. The interviewed young 

people had plans to progress to level 3 courses following the end of their formal schooling or 

apply for apprenticeships. However, where they did not achieve the entry requirements to 

progress to level 3, they were faced with a forced turning point. This was compounded by the 

young people’s understanding of the RPA, where they believed they had to sign up to a course or 

apprenticeship as soon as possible otherwise their parents would be fined. Therefore, this 

allowed very little time for the young people to research and decide on their course of action.  

Typically, GCSE results are released in England on the penultimate Thursday of August. Colleges 

and sixth forms enrol young people the following week, with courses starting in early September. 

This leaves a short timeline for those young people who have not achieved the entry 

requirements (5 GCSEs grade 4 and above, including English and Maths) needed for level 3 course 

options and need therefore need to reassess their options. This situation is more severe for those 

young people who are from family backgrounds where parents are not familiar with the options 

available to young people. Especially when taken in consideration with previous research that has 

found that young people who opt for academic pathways decide earlier on in the process than 

those who opt for vocational pathways (see Foskett and Hesketh, 1997 and Foskett et al., 2004). 

For example, some young people start to think of their post-16 choices in year 9 (14-15 years old) 

and some young people have started earlier than that (Foskett and Hesketh, 1997, Foskett et al., 

2004; Atherton et al., 2009).  

Therefore, the findings from this study are important in understanding how and when young 

people who follow post-16 level 2 vocational pathways make educational decisions. Moreover, 
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the findings have implications for practice and policy as currently not all young people are 

supported in their post-16 educational decision-making during crucial times in their school-to-

work transitions.   

7.3.8 Access to the right person 

The young people’s experiences of their level 2 vocational course were a contributing factor to 

shaping their notions of future career choice and aspirations. The prominent aspects of their 

course experiences were the forms of support they received and the work-related learning 

experiences available to them. However, young people’s dispositions surrounding attitudes to 

further education was also a major contributing factor to their future career choices.  

Considering young people’s interaction with hot sources of advice and guidance (see Figure 7.1) 

the level 2 subject tutors were a source of weak-tie for the interviewed young people. CIAG 

provided by subject tutors was vital in helping to shape young people’s understanding of the 

opportunities available to them, though this was dependent on a good student-teacher rapport. 

For some of the interviewed young people, teachers were akin to parents, their advice shaped the 

young people’s transitions and future-plans, especially for those young people who did not want 

to be bound by their horizons for action and were considering aspirational future trajectories. 

Subject tutors who had managed a good student-teacher rapport were considered a warmer 

source of information, advice and guidance than careers advisors. Specifically, where the careers 

advice received was not tailored to the young person’s needs.  

However, despite the young people’s strong sense of agency in decision-making, those young 

people who did not have support from elsewhere such as family networks or teachers, expressed 

the need for structured and impartial advice from careers advisors. This type of structured 

support is essential for those young people who are from backgrounds with little or no experience 

with further education and the world of work as they will need additional assistance with future 

choices such as, job application skills and identifying suitable courses and employers for future 

progression.  Therefore, both subject teachers and careers advisors have an important role to play 
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in young people’s transitions from school-to-work. Their advice is vital in enabling young people 

from backgrounds with little experience of further education and the world of work to understand 

the opportunities available to them both in education and the job market.  

Moreover, the findings showed that there were young people who were not accessing these 

sources of information, advice and guidance for two reasons. First, there was a group of young 

people who knew what pathway they wanted to pursue and did not attach any value in speaking 

with careers advisors. Second, they did not know what the careers advice service was and 

therefore how to access it. However, for the reasons discussed above, not accessing impartial 

careers regardless of knowing the pathway that they want to pursue can be damaging, as there 

are numerous ways of pursuing any one career. Therefore, careers advisors can help young 

people select the best route taking into consideration their situation, especially for those young 

people who do not have the social and cultural capital to navigate the myriad of options available 

to them.    

These findings could be due to the fact that the onus of accessing information, advice and 

guidance is placed on the young person, rather than an integrated whole institution approach. 

Though it is important to point out that these have been the experiences of those young people 

interviewed and teachers or careers advisors may have a different view. However, these findings 

are in accordance with Moote and Archer’s (2018) study which found that careers support was 

provided through a self-referral system, thus the onus being placed on the young people. They 

also found that students from disadvantaged and deprived backgrounds were less likely to use the 

self-referral system and/or reported difficulty in accessing these services.  However, regardless of 

on whom the onus is placed, the networks of CIAG is solely between the young person and those 

providing it. Figure 7.2 shows that in the current model of CIAG there is no interaction between 

the people providing the CIAG. Information flows between the young person and the source of 

CIAG rather than between all sources of CIAG and the young person. Therefore, CIAG will be 

limited as each interaction is taking place in isolation without considering other choice influences 

in a young person’s life.   
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Figure 7.2 Current model of careers information, advice and guidance   

 

 

 

 

 

For young people on post-16 level 2 vocational courses, there are three issues with this system. 

First, it is unreasonable to expect young people who are likely to have made already quick and 

contingent choices to start a course in a new institution they may have not considered before 

GCSE results day, to also have to navigate the field of careers advisors and other sources of CIAG.  

Particularly, as post-16 level 2 vocational courses only take one academic year to complete, which 

means that young people only have nine months in which to do so. In addition, the quantitative 

findings highlight that young people who follow post-16 level 2 vocational pathways are likely to 

be from backgrounds where parents are likely to be out of a job and/or with GCSEs (grade A-C) as 

their highest qualification (see Chapter 4: Quantitative results), therefore the young people and 

their families are likely to be unfamiliar with post-16 pathways and therefore lack the cultural 

capital to navigate this new field.  

Second, the findings showed young people received varied degrees of CIAG from teachers and 

careers advisors both in school and FE College. As a practitioner in the post-16 field and as other 

previous research has found (Association of Colleges, 2012; Hutchinson, 2013), varied CIAG from 

teachers and careers advisors can be due to a lack of up-to-date knowledge of post-16 pathways, 

qualifications and industry changes, as well as varied backgrounds and experiences of those 

providing the CIAG. For example, the research conducted by the Association of Colleges (2012) 

found that 82% of teachers believed that they had insufficient knowledge to advise pupils on 

career options and 44% of teachers admitted to providing uninformed advice.  
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Third, it was found from this study that post-16 young people on level 2 vocational courses, 

preferred hot sources of knowledge over cold and required tailored and structured careers 

advice. Therefore, requiring young people who are studying post-16 level 2 vocational courses to 

access careers advice from advisors they are unfamiliar with and who are unfamiliar with the 

young people and their aspirations is unlikely to yield the outcome expected of the young people 

and the advisors. Therefore, ensuring that young people have access to the right person to offer 

them tailored CIAG is vital in enabling a meaningful school-to-work transitions.  

7.3.9 Work-related learning enables progression  

Work-related learning was considered an important and valuable feature of the level 2 course 

(the value of earlier work-related learning gained whilst in formal secondary education has been 

discussed in Section 7.3.3.). All types of WRL such as work experience, hand skills, speakers and 

trips were highly valued by the interviewed young people as it shaped their understanding of the 

world of work and the opportunities available within it. The interviewed young people considered 

the lack of WRL to negatively impact their transitions and future choices, as they felt less 

prepared for the world of work and that it left a gap in their skills repertoire. Moreover, WRL 

helped them to become familiar with fields that may have otherwise been outside of their grasp 

due to their dispositions and enabled them to build a network of contacts to draw upon when 

seeking advice and guidance about future-plans. This is in line with previous research that has also 

concluded WRL helps young people decide on future careers (Mann, 2012).  

Work-related learning is vital in helping to shape young people’s understanding of labour market 

opportunities especially for those young people who lack the familial dispositions and exposure to 

a variety of occupations. Work-related learning can encourage young people to stay in education 

and help them to develop a clear trajectory through to subsequent higher levels of learning. It is a 

practical way to enable young people to see the realities of the world of work and provide them 

with impartial advice on how to pursue specific careers and enables them to build a network 

which they can benefit them with future employability 
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Work-related learning was also considered as being very important in helping young people to 

develop future-plans and aspirations. This included all types of WRL such as work experience, 

hand skills, speakers and trip as it shaped their understanding of the world of work and the 

opportunities available within it. Moreover, the findings illustrated that WRL helps young people 

to become familiar with fields that may have otherwise been outside of their grasp due to what 

they believed was within their horizons for action. Previous research into work experience and 

career decision-making has largely been focussed on Australian and American samples. For 

example, Ohler, Levinson, & Barker, 1996, Earl & Bright, 2003, Creed, Prideaux, & Patton, 2005 

(Stringer and Kerpelman, 2010:185). The findings from this study further evidence that gaining 

work experience before choosing a career enables young people to explore careers in breadth 

and narrow down what they do in their future careers (Stringer and Kerpelman, 2010:197). 

Therefore, the findings from this research expand our knowledge of how work experience helps 

young people who follow vocational routes of learning in England, to form their notions of future-

self and career decision-making. 

7.3.10 Factors shaping attitudes to further education     

The findings show that young people from both working-class and middle-class backgrounds are 

looking for stable employment and are considering educational routes that will provide that. For 

example, most of the interviewed young people from the Business interviews were from working-

class backgrounds and had chosen the Business and Accounting course because they believed the 

dual qualification would make them more employable and therefore lead to a successful career. 

Despite, the young people from this study being debt-averse, they recognised that the 

educational landscape and labour market in which they are operating within has changed 

significantly in the last decade as they have to navigate their way through a complex world which 

is technologically innovative and globalised (O’Connor, 2014:372). Thus, challenging previous 

findings from the 1990s where researchers in Germany, UK, America and Australia observed 

young people were not rushing into long-term careers and that they were in fact delaying any 

commitment to a career and were comfortable with the lack of stable employment (Du Bois 
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Reymond 1998; Du Bois Reymond et al. 2001; Arnet 2005; Wyn & Dwyer 1999; Wyn & White 

1997; Wyn & Woodman 2006). In addition to challenging the notion that working class youth 

were entering the labour market earlier (Furlong and Cartmel, 1997; Jones, 1995) due to the need 

to become financially independent more quickly than their middle-class peers (Pilcher, 1995).  

Moreover, this finding highlights the impact of marketing campaigns on young people’s decision-

making and identifies a reason why young people are optimistic that level 2 vocational courses 

will confer the advantages of vocational education as promised by policy makers (Atkins and Flint, 

2015). The marketing of the course lured young people to choose the dual qualification as it 

would put them on a clear career path, 

“it was just so good all the posters and the way they spoke about it at open evenings. They 

made it sound like it was the best course, also on the website there’s videos of people who 

have studied it before and they’ve all got good jobs now” 

Ally, Business transcript, pg. 4:124-126 

Therefore, highlighting that marketing, can create an illusion of success as it presents courses as 

an opportunity to lead to high skilled and highly paid work. Therefore, it is instrumental in shaping 

young people’s trajectories following formal schooling regardless of their dispositions. This 

confirms Atkins’s (2010:259) findings that young people on low-level vocational programmes are 

presented with notions of opportunity which generates an appealing image of skilled, technical 

and professional work, which is far from the reality of the low-paid and low-skilled work which is 

much more likely to become their reality. This further exemplifies the need for young people who 

follow vocational pathways to have opportunities for WRL and access to qualified advisors who 

would candidly discuss the types of jobs these qualifications would lead to, thus helping to 

manage young people’s expectations.   

The findings from the qualitative research identified that since the introduction of the RPA policy, 

young people were more inclined to follow further education routes at post-16 compared to 

training or work opportunities. This is because the complex nature of the English education 
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system meant that the young people demonstrated varying degrees of understanding of policies 

such as the RPA and the post-16 pathways. For example, all of the undecided interviewed young 

people, stated that they made the decision to start a post-16 level 2 course as they were 

concerned of the repercussions it would have for their parents if they did not. This is despite 

many of them considering and applying for apprenticeships upon receiving their GCSE results, but 

having to make a U-turn on this decision as they were unaware of the length of time available to 

them before the RPA policy took effect. Therefore, whilst the RPA is seeming to create more 

linear and ladder-like trajectories for young people, the impact of this policy is inconsequential for 

those young people who follow a level 2 pathway and, in some cases, damaging. This is because 

the policy is not supported by appropriate sources of CIAG and WRL, therefore leading to 

contingent decisions at post-16 and precarious transitions following the completion of the level 2 

course.    

The impact of the RPA policy is further compounded by the complexity of the vocational sector, 

most significantly the apprenticeship route. The findings from the qualitative research phase 

identified that those young people who wanted to follow the apprenticeship route following their 

formal schooling didn’t have sufficient knowledge of how to do this and the timescales available 

to them. Whilst all the interviewed young people understood the route to university despite it not 

necessarily being an avenue they wanted to explore. Therefore, despite the current governmental 

focus on the vocational sector, the policy changes have led to the sector becoming more complex 

than before and increasingly difficult to navigate. Atkins and Flint (2015) state, the root cause of 

this complex system is that changes are embedded in courses and assessment rather than 

addressing structural and societal issues. In addition to these reforms, there are added pressures 

facing young people aged 16-18 who would like to pursue further education. These are, the 

uncertainty of the labour market due to the continued repercussions of the recession, Brexit, the 

impact of technology on lower paid and manual work and meeting the associated costs of further 

education since the removal of the Educational Maintenance Allowance (EMA) for young people 
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from low income families, which has impacted some young people’s opportunities to participate 

in further education (Chowdry et al., 2008; McCrone et al., 2010). 

Moreover, the vignettes presented in Chapters five and six highlight the intricacies with which 

dispositions develop, shape and change. They present the tensions and inter-relations between 

internal and external factors such as gender, ethnicity, technology and government policy all 

working together to form young people’s attitudes to further education and the world of work. 

The experiences of these young people illustrate the myriad of choice influencers and experiences 

which interweave to create particular pathways for these young people who are transitioning 

between formal schooling, FE or the world of work. Likewise, the findings exemplify the increased 

complex nature of making the transition from school-to-work especially for those young people 

who are on lower levels of qualifications. These young people are having to continually reposition 

themselves based on the information, advice and guidance they have received from various 

sources and their incomplete understanding of the policies and opportunities available to them. 

The findings highlight that regardless of ethnicity, socioeconomic class and gender, these young 

people have high aspirations and are looking for ways to expand beyond their own horizons for 

action and those boundaries which have been drawn for them by examination results and wider 

social expectation. More importantly, the findings from this research highlighted that it is possible 

to change young people’s dispositions and deep-set schemata with exposure to impartial and 

targeted information, advice and guidance through teachers and careers advisors. Likewise, 

technology such as television and social media can have lasting and positive effects on young 

people’s trajectories and these findings have far reaching implications for both educational 

establishments and policy.   
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7.4 Strengths and Limitations  

7.4.1 The Strengths  

The focus of the research being on young people who follow low levels of vocational qualifications 

was timely due to the increased governmental and policy focus on vocational education in 

England and 24.8% of young people followed level 2 vocational and technical pathways in England 

in 2017 (DfE, 2018). This is a substantial proportion of young people who follow vocational 

pathways. Therefore, an expanded understanding of choice influencers in the current educational 

landscape will help to shape future practice and policy to ensure there are systems in place to 

help these young people navigate through the complex education system onto routes that will 

guarantee successful transitions into the work of work or continued further education.  

The mixed methods design enabled a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods to be 

integrated into the study, which enabled the researcher to gain two different perspectives. 

Therefore, facilitating a more comprehensive view of the factors which influence young people to 

follow a post-16 vocational pathway and provided more data than each method alone. This was 

important in this study because the research aims could only be analysed using both statistical 

and qualitative methods. These methods enabled a richer and more complete understanding of 

the school-to-work transitions of young people (aged 16-18) in England in the current climate as 

the two phases build upon each other. Moreover, the analysis of the Next Steps data set provided 

a national context to the research and presented a framework for the subsequent collection of 

qualitative data, therefore guiding the study and enabling a more comprehensive investigation. 

Furthermore, the four broad subject areas targeted by this study make the findings more relevant 

to young people in England who are following a level 2 pathway as nationally these courses are 

chosen by approximately one third (30.2%) of post-16 learners enrolled on level 2 courses (DfE, 

2018). Therefore, increasing further increasing the understanding of school-to-work transitions.    

Another strength of using the Next Steps data set was the large sample size which provided a 

national context to the research, therefore the results are generalisable to the wider national 
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context as the administrators of the Next Steps datasets went to great lengths to ensure that the 

confidentiality and anonymity of the participants were maintained. This meant that the study was 

always operating within the ethical guidelines adopted by the researcher. Additionally, the semi-

structured group interviews presented the researcher with the opportunity to probe participants 

further if a particular theme of interest was touched upon therefore, enabling a fuller 

understanding of the issues which impact this group of learners.   

7.4.2 The Limitations  

Mixed methods studies are more time consuming than other designs as researchers have to learn 

about multiple methods and understand how to combine them and conclusions that they lead to 

appropriately (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004) Additional time to learn the quantitative 

techniques and collect qualitative data was planned into the research design and timeframe 

available, therefore reducing the limitation of the study design. Moreover, appropriate training 

was sought for the researcher on quantitative skills and using SPSS to analyse large data sets. This 

involved, merging datasets for waves four and five, reducing the dataset to those variable 

relevant to the study, multiple imputation of missing scores, and skills in using analytical tools 

such as descriptive statistics, bivariate and multivariate logistic regression.   

The contextual issues surrounding the data collection of the Next Steps data set during waves 4 

and 5 is important to consider when interpreting results. The timing of the data collection for 

waves four and five was simultaneous with the global recession and credit crunch. Therefore, 

young people’s decisions and attitudes to education may have been impacted by consequences of 

this external shock such as, high unemployment and uncertainty and may not reflect the current 

landscape in which young people are currently making decisions. 

The qualitative data collection can be considered as time consuming and could result in 

participants losing interest due to their age and thus withdrawing from the study (Bell, 2005). 

Therefore, the group interviews were developed to incorporate group work and refelction which 
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ensured that student’s were kept active throughout the interview to avoid any lulls and 

encourage all participants to take part.  

Other limitations include interviewer bias, asking leading questions where the participants feel 

they have to answer in a particular way and the time it takes to conduct the interviews (Denzin 

and Lincoln, 2005).  The pilot study enabled the reseacher to reduce interviewer bias and leading 

questions as the researcher could ensure that the participant is not influenced by the researcher’s 

comments, reaction or tone. Additionally, as the interview is recorded and transcribed verbatim it 

will ensure that the researcher does not impose their own translation of the interview in the 

transcript. Moreover, due to the limited time and resources available to the researcher the study 

was limited in the range of stakeholders considered in the research.     

7.5 Implications for practice, policy and future research  

7.5.1 Implications for practice  

Currently careers advice in schools and colleges in England is provided to varying degrees of 

quality, depth and breadth. The disparity in the quality of careers advice in England can partly be 

attributed to the removal of ring-fenced funding for careers advice and the onus of providing such 

being placed on schools (Department for Business, Innovation & Skills 2012; Department for 

Education 2014). The findings from this study challenge these practices, as it highlights the need 

for high quality careers advice, provided for young people throughout their secondary education 

and through to their transition into further education or the world of work. This is particularly 

vital for those young people who are studying lower levels of vocational qualifications in FE 

colleges. Decision-making for those young people who follow lower levels of vocational 

qualifications at post-16, has been found to be last minute, contingent and dependent on the 

availability of courses and guidance at key points in their life, such as GCSE results day and college 

enrolment days.  

As an experienced practitioner in the post-16 sector, providing CIAG is a part of my daily job, 

however the quality with which I can do this is debatable as this is not central to my role as a 
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teacher, nor have I received training to enable me to do this. The root of this can be traced back 

to Initial Teacher Training (ITT). For example, reflecting on my experience as a Post Graduate 

Certificate in Education (PGCE) student and Newly Qualified Teacher (NQT), there was no 

provision of how to deliver careers advice to young people. Furthermore, despite the major 

changes to the post-16 sector (e.g. A Level reforms, the RPA policy and increased governmental 

focus on apprenticeships) in over 10 years of teaching experience across four different types of 

secondary and post-16 establishments I have experienced a scant amount of Continual 

Professional Development (CPD) dedicated to updating the teaching staff on the changes in the 

vocational sector and the post-16 routes available to young people.  This is because educational 

establishments consider providing CIAG to be the role of the careers department.  

In contrast, extensive training is provided for pastoral tutors who are responsible for helping 

young people navigate the university application process through the Universities and Colleges 

Admission Service (UCAS). As a pastoral tutor, I am highly skilled in writing references for young 

people’s university applications and in advising young people on the application process. 

However, for those young people who are considering alternative routes such as, apprenticeships, 

I have very little knowledge of the process and on how to advise those young people. This 

approach inadvertently increases the academic-vocational divide (see Section 2.2.1 for detailed 

discussion), these findings have three implications for practice, as discussed below.          

GCSE results day hub   

The findings highlighted that young people aged 16-18 who follow post-16 level 2 qualifications 

do not decide to do so until after the GCSE results are published. The reason for this is that they 

have not achieved grade 4 and above in five subjects (including English and Maths) that are 

commonly required to follow a level 3 course of study. Moreover, despite many of the young 

people having thought about following the apprenticeship route before leaving formal secondary 

schooling, none of the interviewed young people were making a decision regarding their post-16 

route until after GCSE results day. By this point, they had a short period of time to decide what to 
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do, which had led to contingent decisions being made as they were not based on up-to-date CIAG 

and/or in line with the young person’s aspirations. This was further exacerbated, as the 

interviewed young people’s schools did not have a sixth form option. Therefore, there was little 

incentive for the school to help these young people investigate the options available to them and 

help them to choose a pathway that met their needs. Consequently, this group of young people 

were lost in the complex post-16 education system. 

Secondary schools need to ensure that their guidance meets the needs of all young people. 

Therefore, following GCSE results day, schools need to target those young people who fall short of 

the entry requirements for level 3 and offer support and guidance as to the pathways available to 

them. This can include, but not exclusive to, providing links to local colleges, information on 

apprenticeship options, guidance on the implications of the RPA, access to the National Careers 

Service and careers hubs established by the Career and Enterprise Company (CEC).  This would 

reduce the likelihood of contingent decisions being made and the churn between level 2 courses 

which offer little labour market value. More importantly, it would enable young people to follow a 

route that suits their capabilities and future aspirations rather than enrolling on a course due to 

what they believe fits in with wider social expectations (see Figure 7.3). 
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Figure 7.3 Flowchart illustrating young person’s journey from GCSE results day through to 

further education, training or work.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Electronic Transition Tracker  

The findings from this study demonstrated the varied access the interviewed young people had to 

careers advisors and the challenges they faced because of this. Moreover, as a practitioner one of 

the challenges I face is not knowing what sources of CIAG young people have accessed, if any. It is 

also difficult to manage young people’s changing notions of avenues they would like to pursue and 

how they are preparing for their transition post-16.  Likewise, the onus of accessing careers advice 

is on the young person (see Figure 7.2), with no clear process for doing so. The findings from this 

study showed that young people on post-16 level 2 vocational courses struggled to access up-to-

date, relevant and tailored advice. Moreover, young people would rely on sources of CIAG they 

considered to be hot (see Figure 7.1), without critically engaging with the information they 

obtained. Additionally, the interviewed young people had varied degrees of future-plans. These 

were presented as a continuum ranging from ‘firm plans’ through to ‘no plans’ for the future. Those 

Young people who did not meet standard entry criteria for level 3 

study (5 GCSEs grade 4 or above including English and Maths)  
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& careers information) 
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careers information) 
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young people who had crystallised notions of their future-plans, had the opportunity to undertake 

WRL, such as work experience. It was through these experiences that the young people were able 

to develop networks of professionals who helped the young people find a route into a career and 

were able to plan and follow a more structured transition.    

Whilst some of the young people had indicated the use of careers advisors or teachers to gain 

direction for future-plans, there was no apparent, impartial process to guide the young people 

through the different options available to them.  The findings revealed that there was little focus 

being placed on preparing young people on post-16 level 2 vocational courses for the transition 

from college to the world of work or continued education. This had led to many of the 

interviewed young people to feel lost in the system with little guidance on how to progress 

following their one-year course.   

These findings have vital implications for practice, as they highlight the need for transition plans 

to be an integral part of enrolling on a post-16 level 2 course. This needs to be achieved through a 

supportive and tailored method where there is synergy between the young person and the main 

sources of CIAG they consult. This can be achieved through an electronic transition tracker, which 

young people are able to access from the start of the post-16 course and document their journey 

through to developing future-plans thus, enabling those to better manage their transition from 

school-to-work. 

The electronic transition tracker will bring together all sources of CIAG accessed by the young 

person and track their progress towards their end goal. For example, the electronic transition 

tracker can provide reminders of meetings and important milestones, allow the young person to 

upload their curriculum vitae (CV), skills audit from WRL activities, summary of research 

conducted, and applications made. It can also enable teachers and careers advisors to update the 

transition tracker with conversations and outcomes they have discussed with the young person.  

Whist the onus of accessing CIAG will still be on the young person, this tool will provide a timeline 

for young people to work towards and act as a funnel. This means that young people will be able 
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to research and discuss various careers they have been inspired to follow through various 

mediums such as, past experiences, parental influence, television or social media, with teachers 

and accredited careers advisors. Moreover, this tool will work towards empowering young people 

to see how notions of their future self and careers are developing. This is because they will be 

able to see the thread of conversations they have had with key people and the research they have 

collected against their qualifications and skills gained through WRL such as work experience. Thus, 

enabling young people to reflect on all the options available to them, to further crystallise their 

future-plans and give them a better indication of how to plan and manage their transition from 

school-to-work to achieve their aspirations. Figure 7.4 illustrates how the electronic transition 

tracker would act as funnel, enabling young people to track their journey through post-16 

education. The electronic transition tracker would provide young people the opportunity to 

reflect on their skills, knowledge, experience and CIAG received, to enable them to make 

informed decisions about their future-plans, this is in turn would inform their transition plans. 
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Figure 7.4 Diagram illustrating how the transition tracker enables young people to crystallise 

their future-plans and develop a transition plan.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The transition tracker will also enable all those people involved in providing CIAG to the young 

person, to track the progress they have made towards their goals. This approach will enable there 

to be a transparent flow of CIAG between the young person and all of those involved. This is 

demonstrated in Figure 7.5 which shows that all the people involved in providing CIAG can view 

the young person’s journey through post-16 education and therefore provide tailored CIAG based 

on the young person’s skills, knowledge and experience.   
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Figure 7.5 Suggested model of careers information, advice and guidance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Moreover, by utilising the transition tracker, schools and college will be able to have an overview 

of how all their students are progressing towards receiving impartial careers advice and that they 

are making well informed decisions about their future-plans. This is important to educational 

establishments as they want to ensure they are meeting the specific teaching standards and 

Ofsted criteria. For example, teaching standards, such as: setting high expectations which inspire, 

motivate and challenge pupils; promoting good progress and outcomes by pupils and fulfilling 

wider professional responsibilities (DfE; 2018), in addition to Ofsted (2017) criteria set out in 

section 194. 

Continual Professional Development (CPD)  

As an experienced practitioner who has taken into consideration the findings from this study and 

previous research, I believe that teachers need to be trained in providing CIAG, for their industry 

and of all post-16 routes, so that young people are better prepared for the next stage in their 

lives.  

Previous research on the quality of CIAG in England (for example, Hibbert, 2010; Haynes et al., 

2013; Slack et al., 2013; Fuller et al., 2014; Acquah et al., 2017; Moote and Archer, 2018;) 

highlight the implications for teachers, careers advisors and educational establishments. 
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However, recommendations from these studies tend to favour one aspect of improving access to 

CIAG over the other. For example, Fuller et al. (2018) call for careers training to be embedded in 

teacher training whereas, Moote and Archer (2018) highlight the need for more resources to be 

dedicated for careers education.  

Therefore, the recommendation to embed careers education in teacher training is important and 

vital to build trainee teacher’s confidence on providing careers advice (Fuller et al., 2018). 

However, in 2017 there were 24,765 trained teachers with Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) (DfE, 

2017), whereas there were 498,000 existing full-time teachers in England (DfE, 2017); thus, only 

serving 5% of teachers in England. However, the findings from this study highlight that there 

needs to be increased and improved CIAG training for existing teachers, in particular of vocational 

options, as teachers are less confident advising on these pathways (Fuller et al., 2014:273).  Thus, 

a focus on continued training in CPD events, for teachers on the changing landscape of post-16 

education, will ensure that all teachers will be able to provide advice on post-16 pathways. Some 

areas where practitioners would benefit from training are, the pathways available at post-16, how 

the pathways translate in the labour market and the potential careers it could lead to. This will 

ensure that practitioners have the confidence that they are knowledgeable, have up-to-date 

information and are not misinforming young people. 

7.5.2 Implications for policy  

The implications from this study span across both local and national educational policy.  LEAs in 

England are responsible for education in their jurisdiction. They use information from schools and 

colleges to inform staff training and thus evaluate and rewrite policies to support quality 

practices. The findings from this research have major implications for LEA policy surrounding the 

education of young people in England.  

This study illustrated that for young people aged 16-18 following level 2 vocational qualifications 

teachers were a source of weak tie. However, where teachers were providing advice and guidance 

based on their own experiences there was a lack of consistency in the quality of CIAG they 
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received. For example, there were instances where young people were misinformed surrounding 

education policy such as the RPA and the opportunities available to young people e.g. 

apprenticeships. Moreover, there was a lack of understanding surrounding the implications of the 

RPA. For example, the findings showed that the interviewed young people understood they had 

to be in education or training (apprenticeships) from the age of 16-18 but were not clear on the 

different routes that would satisfy the conditions of the RPA. Additionally, young people had no 

knowledge of the length of time they had to secure education, training or work before their 

parents would be fined as per the RPA policy. Thus, young people were making contingent 

decisions after the release of their GCSE results to ensure they were not caught out by the RPA. 

Ring fenced funding for CIAG in educational establishments  

Whilst careers and apprenticeship websites such as ‘The National Careers Service’ and the newly 

established careers hubs, are independent, informative and impartial, the findings from this study 

illustrate that young people who follow a post-16 level 2 vocational route lack the confidence and 

skills needed to access independent sources of CIAG and prefer hot sources of knowledge over 

cold. Therefore, policy needs to address the issue of funding surrounding the provision of careers 

advice available in schools and colleges. Funding for CIAG in educational establishments needs to 

be ring-fenced to ensure that educational establishments can provide high quality, structured 

advice and guidance which is tailored to the young people’s needs; as opposed to fleeting 

experiences with professionals who are unfamiliar with the young person.  

Support for schools  

Based on the findings from this study there is a marked lack of understanding surrounding 

vocational pathways such as, apprenticeships. For example, how and when young people should 

start applying for apprenticeships, how many they should apply to and over what period of time. 

It is recommended that LEAs across England provide support to enable all schools and colleges to 

deliver training and guidance on the routes for progression after the age of 16. For example, 

training on supporting young people with applications, developing resources to help schools and 



 

240 
 

colleges develop young people’s skills for applying for jobs and links to local employers for WRL 

experiences.  

Moreover, schools and colleges must be supported by the LEA in providing opportunities for 

Work-related learning (WRL) to take place throughout young people’s schooling. The findings 

from this study illustrated that young people are influenced by television and social media from as 

young as age 8/9 (for example, James in Health and Social Care). Therefore, their understanding 

of occupations and the world of work begins to take shape from a very young age. Exposure to 

the world of work and the opportunities within it will enable young people to form realistic 

notions of their future self and the pathways they could explore. Therefore, reducing the 

likelihood of contingent decisions in a short space of time following the release of GCSE results.  

Exam boards  

Educational policy needs to encourage exam boards which offer vocational qualifications at level 

2 such as, Pearson Edexcel and Oxford Cambridge and RSA (OCR) to review the level of WRL and 

careers development they currently include in their suite of qualifications. Whilst some of the 

courses currently have careers units and WRL elements embedded in their units and expect all 

assignments to have vocational contexts built into the assignments, they are not compulsory 

requirements of the course. As a practitioner it is objectionable that young people can complete 

vocational courses with little to no vocational elements included in the course, as the findings also 

concluded. Therefore, exam boards should design vocational qualifications with a combined 

career and WRL unit which is compulsory.  

These recommendations work in conjunction with the electronic transition tracker, to enable 

young people to develop coherent plans for their transition to subsequent levels of higher 

learning, training or work (see Figure 7.3). This approach would also dispel the lack of time that 

teachers have to devote to careers education and WRL opportunities, as these features would be 

embedded in the course and an appropriate amount of guided learning hours would be allocated 

to the corresponding units.   
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Improving understanding of post-16 routes 

The findings from this study further evidenced the need for a simplification of post-16 routes, to 

reduce the academic-vocational divide (as discussed in 2.2.1 the academic-vocational divide). 

Many previous studies and reviews of the post-16 sector have called for a simplification of the 

post-16 sector (for example, Tomlinson, 2004; Pring et al., 2009; Wolf, 2011; Sainsbury Report 

2016). However, the findings from the current study highlighted a more urgent need within the 

post-16 sector. The level of confusion amongst the interviewed young people regarding post-16 

educational pathways and the associated costs was pronounced. Vocational pathways, specifically 

apprenticeships were not understood amongst the majority of interviewed young people. The 

findings showed that young people had picked up on phrases from promotional material such as, 

‘earn while you learn’, however little was known about the process of securing an apprenticeship.  

Therefore, was a schism in young people’s understanding of how to apply for apprenticeships, the 

length of time it should take and the routes an apprenticeship would lead to. This lack of 

understanding calls for more short-term measures to be implemented to address the lack of 

understanding of vocational courses. This can be achieved by improving promotional material 

surrounding vocational courses and the routes they lead to. Promotional material must be 

developed with the aim of demystifying vocational qualifications, by promoting for whom these 

qualifications are suitable for and where they can lead to. There needs to be more employer 

engagement with the promotional material, to illustrate that vocational qualifications yield labour 

market value and can lead to good outcomes for young people in England.   

7.5.3 Implications for future research  

Whilst the quantitative results provided further knowledge of how different background factors 

influence pathways at post-16, there is still an opportunity for further understanding surrounding 

the influence of background factors on decision-making using the Next Steps data set. For 

example, structural equation modelling on the Next Steps dataset (waves 4 and 5) will enable 

researchers to measure indirect associations between young people’s demographics and the 



 

242 
 

likelihood of following a level 2 post-16 pathway – e.g. through earlier choices made regarding 

GCSE subjects. Such modelling would enable more nuanced understandings of the associations 

between demographics and young people’s pathway choices at post-16.  

Furthermore, waves four and five of the Next Steps dataset coincided with the global recession 

which started in 2007. Therefore, the young people’s decisions and attitudes to education may 

have been impacted by consequences of this external shock such as, high unemployment and 

uncertainty. An opportunity for future research could include further large-scale data collection of 

the variables used in the Next Steps dataset which is therefore more representative of the 

landscape in which young people today are making decisions a decade after the global recession.      

Moreover, technology was highlighted as a major influencing factor in relation to course choice 

and future aspirations, especially in the absence of other sources of hot knowledge such as 

parental advice or impartial careers guidance. Therefore, this finding presents the opportunity for 

further research to be carried out on the influence of technology (for example, social media) on 

post-16 career choices and how technology contributes to young people’s notions of future work 

and self.   

Those young people who followed post-16 level 2 courses were sceptical of information provided 

by teachers and careers advisors in circumstances where they did not know the person well and 

lacked trust in their judgement. With the continued government focus on schools and colleges 

providing careers advice with no ring fencing of budgets and continued budget cuts, the 

opportunity for further research into how careers advice can be made more effective for the 

more vulnerable learner would be beneficial in increasing knowledge around how schools and 

colleges can better prepare young people for a smoother transitions to the world of work or 

further education.   

Due to the limitations faced by the researcher such as time and resources, the scope of the study 

did not allow for young people’s transitions from school-to-work to be considered from the view 

of different stakeholders such as teachers, parents and the college. Moreover, a similar study 
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incorporating cross subject interviews would provide new data on the general issues facing all 

young people who are studying for post-16 level 2 vocational qualifications rather than subject 

specific themes. A further qualitative study focussing on young people’s post-16 experiences and 

perspectives of level 3 qualifications would allow a comparison to be made between the results 

from this study and would further build on the quantitative results of this study. This would 

provide an in-depth understanding of the opportunities and challenges faced by young people 

(aged 16-18) who are studying level 2 vocational qualifications to better address the gap in 

understanding how these qualifications impact transitions into continuing education or the world 

of work.  

7.6 Conclusion 

This study has expanded our understanding of how post-16 young people enrolled on level 2 

vocational courses move through the education system in England. One of the aims of the study 

was to explore how the demographics of young people (aged 16-18) who follow level 2 

qualifications differ to those who follow level 3 pathways. The findings from Phase 1 showed that 

young people’s post-16 choice of educational pathway was differentiated by their gender and 

ethnicity as well as their parent’s highest achieved level of qualification (favouring ‘female’, 

‘White’ and parents with ‘degrees’ rather than ‘GCSEs A-C’). However, the findings from Phase 2 

revealed that choice influencers including: parents, teachers, careers advisors, timing of decisions, 

work-related learning, and technology can alter the impact of demographic background factors by 

changing young people’s dispositions towards education and work and what they believed was 

within their horizons for action.  

Moreover, phase 2 of the study illustrated that this group of young people face a myriad of 

challenges on their route through post-16 education and this can constrain their future-plans and 

aspirations. For example, recent government policy such as the RPA was not well understood 

amongst young people on post-16 level 2 vocational courses and had led to more contingent 

decision-making. Therefore, whilst the RPA has led to more ladder-like trajectories, it has not 
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resulted in better opportunities for this group of young people as post-16 pathways are not well 

understood or supported by high quality CIAG. Likewise, this study has expanded our 

understanding of how young people on post-16 level 2 vocational courses interact with sources of 

CIAG.  Therefore, this study illuminated that whilst there are many sources of CIAG available to 

young people, they struggle to interact with CIAG that is offered on a one-off basis from people 

that are not familiar with them or their aspirations. Rather, this group of young people respond 

well, to CIAG that is tailored, specific and from people whom they trust. This new-found 

knowledge has implications for educational practice and policy as it empowers teachers and 

policy makers to implement strategies regarding the quality, depth and breadth of careers advice, 

work-related learning, use of technology, and the complex pathways available to young people at 

post-16. For example, the use of a transition tracker to enable an integrated approach towards 

preparing young people for their future, embedded careers information to be provided in 

vocational subjects and continual professional development in post-16 pathways for teachers 

which will enable young people (aged 16-18) to have smooth transitions from school-to-work.  

Furthermore, the findings from this study exemplified the importance of timing for young people 

who do not meet the standard entry criteria to progress to level 3 studies. Following GCSE results 

day, these young people are left to fend for themselves and are required to navigate their own 

way through a complex myriad of post-16 options. This study suggests that schools need to 

acknowledge their responsibility to these students who are often from marginalised backgrounds 

and need additional support to make successful school-to-work transitions. 

Moreover, this study highlighted that despite teachers not being recognised by schools and policy 

as having a prominent role in providing CIAG for young people, they have been crucial in 

facilitating young people’s transitions from school-to-work. This has far reaching implications for 

practice and policy. It stands to reason that young people are likely to call upon subject tutors 

whom they trust for CIAG, therefore educational establishments and policy must recognise the 

need to train and provide CPD for teachers, on pathways, careers and routes of progression at 

post-16. This strategy will ensure that young people have access to some form of CIAG that is 
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reliable, up-to-date and tailored to their needs, specifically in the absence of being able to access 

impartial CIAG from accredited careers advisors.  

Similarly, this study emphasised that high quality WRL has multiple benefits for young people on 

vocational courses. First, it can facilitate the development of young people’s notions of careers 

and future-self, by closing the chasm between theory and practice. This is important as young 

people can experience the reality of careers related to their subject area. Second, WRL enables 

young people to build networks of professionals who they can call upon for advice and guidance 

for future-plans and careers, thus helping them to become familiar with fields that may have been 

outside of their horizons for action. These experiences are important for young people on post-16 

level 2 vocational qualifications as it can facilitate the development of young people’s dispositions 

surrounding careers and opportunities available to them, thus enabling them to develop a clear 

trajectory to higher levels of learning or the world of work.      

Likewise, this study revealed the impact modern technology can have on young people’s notions 

of careers and future self. Technology such as television and social media (for example, Facebook 

and Instagram) was found to be a double-edged sword for some of these young people. On one 

hand, technology was found to help supplement gaps in knowledge surrounding WRL activities, 

and also enabled young people to find out more about careers, where careers advisors or 

teachers were not able to help. On the other hand, the influence of technology was also found to 

lead young people to enter a virtual bubble which can facilitate misaligned expectations of what 

young people can achieve. However, currently little knowledge exists on the impact of technology 

on young people’s notions of careers, therefore these findings are novel. Therefore, these findings 

highlight the urgent need for further research in this area to generate a better understanding of 

the different facets of modern life which influence young people’s school-to-work transitions and 

their identity formation. A better understanding of these issues will facilitate improved policy 

development and enable more inclusive practices, that can work towards leading to better 

transition outcomes for a significant number of young people in England.  
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Appendix 2: Approval from FE College 

 

Study title: Why do post-16 students choose level 2 vocational courses? 

Researcher name: Salma Moosavi 

Study reference: 7027 

Ethics reference: 7027 

 

Please initial the box(es) if you agree with the statement(s):  

 

 

 

 

 

 

I understand that the young people’s responses will be anonymised in reports  

of the research 

research 

 

 

Data Protection 

I understand that information collected about my child during their participation in this study will be 

stored on a password protected computer and that this information will only be used for the purpose of 

this study. All files containing any personal data will be made anonymous. 

 

Name of participant (print name)…………………………………………………… 

Signature of parent…………………………………………………………….. 

Date…………………………………………………………………………………  

 

 

I have read and understood the information sheet (December 2013, 

V.3) and have had the opportunity to ask questions about the study. 

 
I agree for the research to be carried out at this college and for the 

data to be used for the purpose of this study 

I understand participation of the college is voluntary and that we may 

withdraw at any time without our legal rights being affected  

A blank copy of the approval form from the FE college is used, to protect the 

identity of the Principal and college. 
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Appendix 3: Participant Information Sheet 

Study Title: Why do post-16 students choose level 2 vocational qualifications despite having already obtained 

level 2 qualifications?  

Researcher: Salma Moosavi     Ethics number: 24563 

Please read this information carefully before deciding to take part in this research. If you are happy to 

participate you will be asked to sign a consent form. 

What is the research about? 

This research project is investigating the different choices learners make after year 11. I would like to find out the 

reasons why young people choose different pathways and what influences them to do so.   

Why have you been chosen? 

You have been chosen because you are aged between 16-18 and you are enrolled on a level 2 vocational 

programme. This is important to the project because I would like to find out what your reasons are for following 

this course of study and who/what influenced you to do so. 

What will happen to you if you take part? 

1. You will be asked to take part in a group interview where I will be looking to understand what motivates 
students and what you are all hoping to do after you finish the course etc.  

Are there any benefits to taking part? 

There are no individual benefits to you if you take part however your participation will help us to increase the 

knowledge available about decision making during and post Year 11. You will also be able to help establish if 

there are any gaps in the service schools and colleges provide and how the system could be improved.   

Are there any risks involved? 

By taking part in this research there will be no risks to you as a participant.  I have a full Disclosure and Barring 

Service Check [Reference Number: 001411962213].   

Will my participation be confidential? 

The information collected will be audio recorded and stored on a password protected computer, once it has been 

transcribed the audio recording will be deleted. As the research takes place in a group setting, confidentiality 

cannot be guaranteed but all participants will be asked to respect each other’s confidentiality. Anything that you 

say will not be fed back to your school/college it will be kept anonymous when it is used in the write up.  

What happens if I change my mind? 

You do not have to take part in this study and you will always have the right to withdraw at any time without 

there being any negative consequences. If you decide to withdraw your data cannot be extracted or destroyed. 

This research does not affect your legal rights or any courses and qualifications you are currently enrolled on. 

What happens if something goes wrong? 

In the unlikely case of concern or complaint, please contact the Research Integrity and Governance Manager of 

the University of Southampton Isla Morris, 023 8059 5058, rgoinfo@soton.ac.uk  

Where can I get more information? 

You can ask your tutor or email me on sm2v10@soton.ac.uk 

 

 

 

mailto:rgoinfo@soton.ac.uk
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Appendix 4: Participant Consent Form 

 

Study title: Why do post-16 students choose level 2 vocational courses? 

Researcher name: Salma Moosavi 

Study reference: 24563 

Ethics reference: 24563 

Please initial the box(es) if you agree with the statement(s):  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I understand that my responses will be anonymised in reports of the  

research 

 

 

 

 

 

Data Protection 

I understand that information collected about me during my participation in this study will only be 

used for the purpose of this study.  

 

Name of participant (print name)…………………………………………………… 

Signature of participant…………………………………………………………….. 

Date…………………………………………………………………………………  

 

 

 

I have read and understood the participant information sheet (January 

2017, V.6) and have had the opportunity to ask questions about the 

study. 

 

I agree to take part in this research project and agree for my data to be 

used for the purpose of this study 

I understand that my participation is voluntary, and I may withdraw at 

any time without my legal rights being affected  

I understand that the group interview will be audio recorded  
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Appendix 5: Parent Information Letter  

 

 

 

March 2015 

 

Dear Parent,   

 

I am a PhD student at the University of Southampton and I am working with City 

College to carry out research into the decision-making process of students who 

are aged between 16-18 and are studying Level 2 vocational subjects. 

 

I have included an information sheet which should answer all of your questions. If 

however, you do have any further queries please do not hesitate to contact me on 

the details provided.  

 

If you are happy for your son/daughter to be interviewed, please sign the consent 

form and ask your son/daughter to return it to their teacher as soon as possible.  

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this letter. 

 

Yours Sincerely,   

 

 

Salma Moosavi (BA, MA, PGCE) 
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Appendix 6: Parent Information Sheet 

 

Study Title: An exploration of young people’s educational choices post-16.  

Researcher: Salma Moosavi     Ethics number: 7027 

Please read this information carefully before deciding to take part in this research. If you are happy to 

participate you will be asked to sign a consent form. 

What is the research about? 

This research project is investigating the different choices learners make after year 11. I would like to find out the 

reasons why young people choose different pathways and what influences them to do so.   

Why have you been chosen? 

Your son/daughter has been chosen because they are aged between 16-18 and enrolled on a level 2 vocational 

programme. They are important in this investigation, as I would like to see how they make decisions about their 

education and who/what influences the educational decisions they make.   

What will happen to your son/daughter if they take part? 

2. They will be invited to an initial meeting so that I can explain the research to them and give them the 
opportunity to ask any questions. If they decide that they would like to take part, and you are happy for 
them to do so, please sign the enclosed consent form and return.  

3. They will then take part in a group interview where I will be looking to understand what motivates them, 
what they are hoping to do after they leave school, and how they came to choose these courses.  

Are there any benefits to your son/daughter for taking part? 

There are no individual benefits to your son/daughter if they take part however, their participation will help us to 

increase the knowledge available about decision making during and post Year 11. Your son/daughter will also be 

able to help to establish if there are any gaps in the service schools, colleges provide, and how the system could 

be improved.   

Are there any risks involved? 

By taking part in this research there will be no risks to your son/daughter as a participant. I have a basic 

Disclosure and Barring Service Check [Reference Number: 001411962213]. 

Will my participation be confidential? 

The information collected will be stored on a password protected computer only up until the time the data is 

needed; after which it will be securely archived.  Anything that your son/daughter says will not be fed back to the 

college it will be kept anonymous and confidential.  

What happens if I change my mind? 

Your son/daughter does not have to take part in this study, if at any time you or your son/daughter changes 

your/their mind there is always the option of withdrawing at any time without there being any negative 

consequences. This research does not affect your son/daughter’s legal or teaching and assessment rights. 

What happens if something goes wrong? 

In the case of any concerns or complaints, you can contact: 

• Salma Moosavi (researcher): sm2v10@soton.ac.uk 

• The Chair of Ethics Committee Professor Rosalind Edwards or Dr Martina Prude, Head of Research 
Governance (02380 595058, mad4@soton.ac.uk). 

Where can I get more information? 
In case of any queries you can email the researcher: sm2v10@soton.ac.uk 

 

mailto:mad4@soton.ac.uk
mailto:sm2v10@soton.ac.uk
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Appendix 7: Parent Consent Form 

 

Study title: Why do post-16 students choose level 2 vocational courses? 

Researcher name: Salma Moosavi 

Study reference: 7027 

Ethics reference: 7027 

 

Please initial the box(es) if you agree with the statement(s):  

 

 

 

 

 

 

I understand that my responses will be anonymised in reports of the  

research 

 

 

Data Protection 

I understand that information collected about my child during their participation in this study will be 

stored on a password protected computer and that this information will only be used for the purpose of 

this study. All files containing any personal data will be made anonymous. 

 

Name of participant (print name)…………………………………………………… 

Signature of parent…………………………………………………………….. 

Date…………………………………………………………………………………  

 

 

 

 

I have read and understood the information sheet (December 2013, 

V.3) and have had the opportunity to ask questions about the study. 

 
I agree for my child to take part in this research project and agree for 

their data to be used for the purpose of this study 

I understand my child’s participation is voluntary and they may 

withdraw at any time without their legal rights being affected  
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Appendix 8: Interview Schedule 

Interview prompts 

[Welcome students, explain the study and issues with confidentiality, anonymity and 

withdrawal] 

 

1. Can you describe to me how you chose this course?  

Prompts:  

• Talk me through what happened? 

• Did you consider other options? 

• Did anyone help you to decide?  

 

2. Think of all the factors you mentioned which enabled you to make the choice, as a 

group can you rank them using the diamond 9? 

Prompts:  

• Talk me through why you ranked them as such 

• How did you use each factor to make your decision?  

  

3. Is the course how you had imagined it? 

Prompts:  

• Tell me about your current experience of the course. 

• Have your feelings about the course changed since you started? 

 

4. What do you see yourself doing in the future?    

Prompts:  

• Talk me through the steps you need to take to achieve your goal.  
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Appendix 9: Participant Questionnaire     
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Appendix 10: Diamond 9 Ranking Activity     

Engineering Diamond 9 Ranking Acitivty 
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Health and Social Care Diamond 9 Ranking Acitivty 
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ICT Diamond 9 Ranking Acitivty 
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Appendix 11: Example Transcript: Engineering 

Participants: John, Carl, Mudaser, Thalente, Kareem and Lucy7 

Before the group interview began the researcher re-capped the research and issues surrounding 

confidentiality, anonymity and withdrawal from the study.  

R: Can you describe to me how you chose this course? 

John: I like this course because you can do lots of practicals like machining, welding and filing  

Carl: when I left Parkside College’s college I wasn’t very happy about what I had done there.  

R: what did you study there?  

Carl: English, Maths and Science. However, I wanted to become a Chemist and I found that in my 

Chemistry studies when we learned about metals it was the most interesting thing ever and at that 

point I decided I wanted to become a blacksmith and doing engineering would help me along the 

way.  

R: and how did you come to the decision that engineering would help you?  

Carl: well blacksmithing is the use of metals to make things whereas engineering is the use of 

accurate items to make things, so they complement each other.  

Kareem: that was similar to me actually. I was also at Parkside Colleges, but didn’t enjoy it that 

much where I was studying maths, English and science and like the teacher wasn’t that reliable 

because they wouldn’t teach the class properly and we’d mostly have substitute teachers. Then 

when I came here I found out I could do engineering, and I found it interesting because learning 

practical work gave me loads of different skills and now I feel like I want to do a level 3 in 

engineering.  

R: Thalente what about you?  

Thalente: yeah same as those two. I went to Parkside Colleges to do English, Maths and Criminology, 

but like I didn’t like it, so I came here.  

R: what didn’t you like about the other college?  

Thalente: some of the teachers were not good and criminology was too much work…like reading 

and exams. I didn’t want to that.  

R: Do you know what level the courses were? 

                                                           
7 All names are pseudonyms  
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Thalente: yeah, A level 

R: the English and maths as well?  

Thalente: no just criminology. The English and maths were GCSE 

R: so how did you choose those courses at the other college; did you not know that there would be 

reading and exams?  

Thalente: no one told me, after my GCSE results I just went to the college and they said I have to 

do GCSE English and Maths and I could pick another subject, so I picked criminology.  

R: ok, and how did you choose engineering? Did anyone tell you about the course?   

Thalente: I always wanted to do it, since I was young, because my uncle was a car engineer and I 

always found it interesting. When I came to Beacon, they told me that it was practical skills and 

coursework.  

Carl: actually, I always wanted to do Drama since I was little. I was a junior at a school called Glad 

Rags a drama school. But not a lot of actors get anywhere from the ground up so unless you know 

people who are famous you won’t have a chance, so anyway I decided to become an engineer 

instead.  

R: why do you think that actors can’t get anywhere unless they know people who are famous?  

Carl: it’s just one of those industry’s where you have to network and none of my family or people 

we know are in that industry, so I thought it would be safer to have something to fall back on and 

that will help me make some money rather than focus on a pipeline dream.  

Mudaser: I actually been here longer than the others, I did a year at Parkside Colleges too, but the 

A Levels were too hard, and I had to do English GCSE. So came here and did level 2 engineering, but 

the I found the skills difficult, so I switched to level 1 engineering, now I’m finishing level 2 and I 

want to go to level 3. It took me a while to find what I want to do but now I’m very happy and 

maybe I go to university one day.    

R: Lucy, Kareem you’ve been very quiet, what about you?  

Lucy: I guess I just didn’t want to do the typical subjects everyone else was doing, it just wasn’t me 

then I saw engineering and picked it.  

R: what are typical subjects?  

Lucy: you know, like what all my friends from school were doing, psychology, business, sociology 

and all that. I didn’t even bother signing up to Parkside College’s like this lot did, I came here and 
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saw the different subjects then when I talked to the teachers I knew that this would be a good 

choice for me.  

R: when did you speak to the teachers?  

Lucy: at the open event. They told me that the level 2 has all the hand skills and that.  

R: what is it about the hand skills that you enjoy?  

Lucy: I’m just a practical person, I like to get things done, I can’t be bothered with all the writing 

and that. I don’t think I’ll do the level 3, they say it’s more theory. I’ll probably go and get an 

apprenticeship or something.  

R: do you not have any writing like coursework in the level 2?  

Lucy: yeah but that’s ok cos it’s writing up what we did and the theories we know, also the teacher 

shows us how to write a good assignment, so it’s ok. But I don’t just want to sit in a classroom 90% 

of the time writing. I want to be out and doing things, fixing things.  

R: thanks for sharing that. Kareem what about you?  

Kareem: mmm I’m not sure really. I guess with the engineering you can go to work, so you don’t 

have to worry about debt. And when you have skills you can always make money that way even 

working for yourself if a company doesn’t want you or makes you redundant.  

R: so how did you choose this course?  

Kareem: after I got my GCSE’s I was really shocked, I just got my BTEC Business and nothing else. 

After two years, just my BTEC. So, I thought to myself that if I can’t get GCSE then studying not for 

me. But my teachers said that we have to stay in education til we’re 18 and I had to do something. 

So, when I came to the College I looked at some of the courses and liked this one. Like Lucy said, 

it’s practical. I didn’t know things like this existed for us. So, I was really happy. I think I’m more 

practical than exam based.  

R: if your teacher didn’t tell you that you had to stay in education until you’re 18 what would you 

have done?  

Kareem: my dad and uncle have a restaurant, so I probably work with them innit. Also, cos I got the 

Business BTEC they say it’s good cos I understand Business.  

R: and what did they say when you told them you were studying engineering?  

Kareem: they couldn’t believe that I can do the course, they’re really happy and say that I can have 

a good future now cos you always need engineers, but restaurant is hard work.  
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R: After you left school did you consider any other options?  

John: well I done my research and I just preferred Beacon  

R: what did you prefer?  

John: well it had the course I wanted to do, and it was closer than the other colleges. Thurlow 

College was good, but I couldn’t get to it, Forest College I didn’t like the feel of the college.  

R: what do you mean the feel of it?  

John: it felt very much like a school, you know how teachers are? Teachers are weird and the 

teachers at Forest College were sort of like that they talk sort of weird.  

R: how did you find that out?  

John: I went to an event there and other places. So, our school arranged visits and I went on open 

days and that.  

R: How about you Thalente?  

Thalente: What was the question?  

R: did you consider other options before enrolling at Beacon?  

Thalente: I did my researches first  

R: how?  

Thalente: I signed up for three colleges, Beacon, Parkside Colleges and Peter Symonds but Peter 

Symonds I put it away because it’s far. I told you what happened at Parkside Colleges and then I 

came to Beacon for an event and this guy told me to sign up for the interview.  

Mudaser: I just listened to my mum, she told me like that I should do engineering because it’s really 

respectable and like I can gain loads of skills and if I can do it at uni it would be like really good. At 

first I didn’t like the idea but after I started to learn skills I found it really interesting and like enjoyed 

it. So, what my mum said was really good.  

R: ok thank you. Did anyone else consider other options?  

Lucy: I looked at apprenticeships in engineering, but they were really difficult to get. I think cos I’m 

a girl companies don’t really take my application seriously and don’t want to even interview me.  

R: what makes you think that?  

Lucy: well look around you I’m the only girl on this course and it’s the same in this kind of work 

there’s not that many women. But I did find it cool that one of my teachers is a woman.  
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R: How many apprenticeships did you apply for?   

Lucy: two or three.  

R: and can you tell me what happened?  

Lucy: nothing I didn’t hear from them and like I think it’s cos they see a girl’s name, so they think I 

can’t do the job as well as a guy would so it’s really difficult.  

R: Could there be another reason you didn’t hear back from them?  

Lucy: don’t know really, maybe other people who applied had better experience than me and I am 

quite young. I guess I’ll never know and I always knew it would be hard to work in this kind of work 

as a girl, so yeah. Anyway, I didn’t have much time to apply for more apprenticeships cos I had to 

get enrolled otherwise my dad would be fined.  

R: Thank you for sharing that, Kareem what about you?  

Kareem: I wanted to do A Levels. I didn’t know that there were these kinds of qualifications. I 

thought everyone does A Levels and then goes to uni, then when I came here, and they said I can’t 

do A Levels, but I can do engineering I couldn’t believe it. I think this is much better because I’m 

getting real life skills that I can use in my job but stuff I learnt at school I’ll never use again so what’s 

the point of doing that?  

R: so, who would you say helped you to decide on Engineering?  

Kareem: like I said my mum helped me a lot, I think my teachers did a good job too.  

R: Which teachers? When you were at Richard Parkside College or at Beacon?  

Kareem: no, at here at Beacon. After I wasn’t doing really well at the start the teacher’s helped me. 

They told me like if you do these skills you can then do something else, if you pass you can go to 

another level. So, I just concentrated and did my work and now I want to carry on to the next level 

because then I can go to uni. I actually also talked to my friend, he does Business, but he also said 

that yeah, it’s good to engineering and that helped me too.  

R: does anyone else want to share if anyone helped them to decide on their course?  

John: my dad helped me a lot, he’s a mechanic at an oil refinery and that is a similar job to what I 

would like to do. Not because he does it but because it’s interesting. And you know a lot of the 

courses are not useful in helping you get the job that the course is about, so a lot of courses that 

are a waste of time. Whereas, this is not a waste of time because it’s specific. I mean at some point 

you will have to do the level 3 anyway because that means you’re a skilled engineer. I found that 

careers advisors were not very useful because they don’t get the difference between an engineer 
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and…because traditionally an engineer does a degree in engineering they don’t touch tools they do 

the theory of it, whereas what we’re doing is sort of, it’s engineering but you do the practical side. 

I mean if you wanted to be an engineer doing this course would not be the course for you, because 

you would want to do A Level Maths, Physics and then university, whereas if like I want to do an 

apprenticeship doing this would be good.  

Carl: when I used to go to building sites with my grandad I used to like messing around with his 

tools and I had an affinity with using them, for example reciprocal saw or breakers, I’d know every 

single bit that would go inside them and he would encourage me to go to a college to do a course 

where I can use tools and become familiar with them. My mum and dad did help me quite a lot 

because they did know I liked messing around with metals, so they encouraged me really. My mum 

used to say because you like melting metal in the garden and watching blacksmithing videos why 

don’t you do an engineering course? Then when I pitched the idea to my dad he’s like, son that 

would probably be the best thing for you because you’ve always been into metals and crystals since 

you were a little boy.  

R: was what your parents thought an important part of decision-making for you?  

Carl: yes, it was. But I knew they would support me because I had already researched it myself, I 

came to an open day here and anyway Beacon has a reputation here in Southampton, it has done 

for ages and my dad came here too.  I mean I was completely terrified but when I spoke to the 

teachers I knew that this was what I wanted to do.  

R: why were you terrified?  

Carl: I didn’t really know what to expect and  none of my friends were remotely interested in 

engineering and I didn’t have any role models in engineering, but I was…I mean most of my friends 

went into games technologies or business and my careers advisor tried getting me into Peter 

Symonds as a law consultant doing A Level Law, Business and Maths but didn’t really appeal to me 

at all. But this course I felt an affinity to it naturally. 

R: thank you for sharing that. Does anyone else want to chip in?  

Lucy: mmm well my friends stayed on at the sixth form, they were doing A Levels and that. It was 

just me who wanted to go into Engineering. I just told my dad that’s what I was doing, and he said 

go on girl I know you can do it. I don’t really have a relationship with my mum anyway. She just 

knows I’m at college cos obviously parents get fined if we don’t stay in college or training til 18.  

R: If your parents weren’t fined what would you have done?  

Lucy: probably kept looking for apprenticeships or just got work in engineering and worked my way 

up without qualifications 
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R: Thalente, what about you? 

Thalente: like I said my mum said to come here 

R: so, you didn’t do any research yourself or speak to anyone else?  

Thalente: No, I just did what my mum said  

R: why was that important to you?  

Thalente: I knew she has done the research and would pick a course that is good for me, why should 

I do more research, I won’t find out any more than she did, so it was a good choice.  

R: so, if I could ask you all to work as a group and rank how important each factor in your decision-

making was for example, parents, advisors, friends, Internet etc.  

Carl: I’ll do the writing.   

Thalente: yourself is the most important  

Carl: yeah, I would say personal interest, if you’re not interested then you’re not going to do well 

in it.  

John: umm I don’t know, there’s some subject that are good, but you can’t make much money from 

them, so you need to find something which has balance in it. I think employment prospects is 

important, but that’s difficult because there’s not much around here anymore. We used to have 

Ford making the Transit vans here and now we don’t. You can’t really buy a British vice anymore 

the whole industry is in decline. Anyway, it is quite important to think of the work available after 

your course.  

Mudaser: I think personal interest has to be most important. Job is important but if you love what 

you do then the money won’t be such an issue.  

Thalente: yeah, I think so too, I like money, but personal interest has to be top.  

Carl: exactly, because you have your family telling you I want you to be a Lawyer or careers advisors 

saying you’ll be a great lawyer, but say you like Dance or Drama, you will just be stuck in a job you 

hate.  

John: I think then that employment prospects should be very important.  

Group: yeah, I agree  

Mudaser: then put family and parents as very important.  

R: so why is family very important?  
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Kareem: they’re more experienced and they work already so they have a better idea of what is good 

and bad  

Thalente: my mum is good at research and she says that she knows what my personality is so that’s 

the best of both worlds, she will pick something that I will be good at.  

Carl: I would say teachers and friends are also important, you listen to what your friends say…  

John: I don’t, cos they’re in the same boat as me… 

Carl: exactly... 

John: no but they’re just as clueless as I am  

Carl: but like you said you’re in the same boat, so you have somewhat the same ideas about what’s 

good or not  

R: ok what about the rest of you, do you think that friends are influential?  

Mudaser: yeah, like even though my friend does Business Studies he told me like the way I was 

talking about Engineering he found it interesting and it was good to hear that, so I think it helps me 

a lot because I know it’s a worthwhile course.  

John: I think if you’re actually good at it  

Thalente: isn’t that the same as personal interest?  

John: well no, I might be interested in something but no good at it!  

Carl: that’s not always true, when I started Engineering I didn’t know a lick about it and went to 

Level 1 and now I’m back on level 2.  

John: yeah, I understand, but what I am saying is like, I like Piano and took lessons for three years, 

weekly lessons and that’s a lot of practice but I didn’t get anywhere with it. Not that I wasn’t 

interested but not everyone can do it, no point being interested in Maths if you can’t do it, so it’s 

about ability.  

R: if you practice a skill or subject can you become better at it? 

John: no not everything  

Carl: yes, you can, practice makes perfect.  

John: no, three years doing piano, and I didn’t advance. It is your personal ability- if you like running 

but have no arms or legs then you can’t run.  

Lucy: you can if you have blades like in the Paralympics  
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Mudaser: if you try and become better you will improve, it might take ages, but you can’t say that 

you won’t make any progress at all.  

Lucy: I think YouTube is excellent for learning about a course or a job, I learnt more about welding 

on YouTube than on the course. That was important to me because I could understand what was 

required of me if chose that career, but talking to teachers isn’t helpful, what did my form tutor at 

school know about engineering- nothing.  

Kareem: yeah that’s true, YouTube shows you real life, real jobs, real people.  I like that because I 

say to myself, I can do that in the future, as a job.  

Carl: but I think it depends you know. You can get bad advice on YouTube and social media in 

general, I think it would be lesser importance. I think it will be 70-30 whether you get good or bad 

advice.  

R: Can you elaborate on your point?  

Carl: well, I guess I mean if a company like say Ford makes a video on how their cars are made or 

what they’re factory is like, you might only be seeing snippets of the job, or they might show the 

business in a good light. If you make a decision based on that, it might be far from the truth. They 

just made that video to make themselves look good. Because I have a part time job, I know that 

sometimes a job isn’t just about you or the skills you can use, because it depends on the people you 

work with and your manager as well.  

Lucy: I think careers advisors are of lesser importance, they weren’t very useful at school. They 

don’t try and help the individual, they just want to fill out the form. My careers advisor at school 

encouraged me to do health and social care, she was just trying to box me off, like she had her own 

agenda.  

John: my advisor was dumb, he asked me what do you like doing? I said fixing my bike and then he 

just said be a bike mechanic then. That’s a really dumb way of looking at it. Because it’s like just 

because I’ve done a bit of work on bikes doesn’t mean that’s what I want to do for a job. I want 

them to get to know me and then advise me based on my characteristics and jobs.  

R: what do the rest of you think of careers advisors as an influential factor?  

Thalente: I didn’t use them. Don’t even know what they are.  

John: I think the college that you are applying for isn’t influential because all colleges and schools 

say come to our place. So, you can’t trust them.  

Mudaser: yeah, I agree.  
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Carl: come on guys I think we can think harder than that. I personally think adverts on TV are 

encouraging and important. 

John: do you mean like the apprenticeships one which said, ‘get in, go far’? all they say is you can 

do our degree level apprenticeship instead of going to Uni, but that’s elitist because there’s nothing 

for the people who can’t do that. The government seem to want people to go to uni and do a degree 

with a starting salary of £40,000 a year. But people like us, you know, our brains aren’t good enough 

for that, but we can do something, but they don’t seem to have anything for us to do.    

Kareem: yeah what Carl said is true actually, the adverts show you and your parents that there are 

other options you can consider and whatever you do, if you stay in education it will be good for 

your future.  

Carl: exactly, to be honest when I see the adverts for apprenticeships and stuff it makes me excited 

and want to work harder to get on a good course, because there is opportunity out there, we just 

need to take it.  

R: if I could just go back to an issue we touched on before, what role would you say parents play in 

your decision-making?   

Carl: I think I speak for everyone when I say extremely critical. My dad is a jack of all trades and my 

mum is a psychologist. My mother knows I have a passion for making things and she said if it makes 

you happy, do it.  

John: my dad isn’t really like yours, he doesn’t care what I do. He doesn’t say you have to do 

medicine because it’s well respected, and you know everyone will think you’re a dumbass if you 

don’t. But because he does the job I’m interested in he knows a little bit about what it is and knows 

other people in similar fields, so I can talk to them.  

R: Mudaser you said you listened to what your mum advised you, can tell me why?  

Mudaser: because she said it would be really good and I can gain a lot respect. My dad wanted me 

to do engineering too, because I can help in the house. So, I did listen but at first, I didn’t take it 

that seriously but now I can see the benefit.  

Thalente: I listened to my mum because she said that you can get a lot of opportunities in different 

places. Like when I started, I used to do cadets and my uncle said that if I can get a level 2 or 3 then 

I am 18 as well I can go to the Navy, which is something I am interested in.  

R: was that the same for you Mudaser?  
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Mudaser: no, it was mainly my mum pushing me to do it, she said that in our family history no boy 

has done this before, like go to university. And my dad said if you get these skills you can be more 

useful for us.  

R: so, moving on, is the course how you imagined it?  

Mudaser: when I picked Engineering, I thought it was going to be like too much theory work, like 

school. But when I noticed we were in workshop all week, it got really hard cos like I wasn’t used to 

this, it was too hard on my body. I couldn’t properly file. But after a week I started to really enjoy it 

and get used to it.  

John: for the first month you’re just stood at the workbench going ‘schook, schook, schook’.  

R: what does that mean?  

John: you have to learn how to file properly, it looks easy but it’s not.  

Carl: it was so hard at one point everyone just started not doing it, it was just too much. We made 

a bottle opener at first to learn technique. We then had to file a 10mm thick bar with smooth files, 

which does not remove a lot of material, so we were annoyed to say the least. Our teacher at the 

time got us on the lave to shut us up.   

[laughter] 

Carl: when I started this course I really wanted to use a variety of machines, but instead it was very 

narrow, so I haven’t been able to develop a lot of skills and that’s not good because it narrows the 

apprenticeships I can apply for 

John: but the exam board is not very good, like the drawings we were given were terrible and like 

yeah, but I’ve learned a lot doing it. Because like I didn’t do DT [design technology] at school 

because like the people we had weren’t very good people who should be doing DT. But this course 

was good because I didn’t need any skills from beforehand.  

R: Thalente what do you think? Is the course how you imagined it?  

Thalente: I didn’t really have any imagination about it…I thought it would have more of a mixture, 

like one hour in the workshop and one hour writing it up. But it was all in the workshop.  

Mudaser: but I think these hand skills are good because ummm where you learnt these different 

skills you can adapt them outside, so like say there’s something in your house that you need to fix, 

I can easily do it now. Or like if you had a business you could do the work for it which helps. Like 

I’ve helped my dad do things in the house which has saved him money 



 

270 
 

Lucy: Some of the teachers this year were below standard really, if we wanted to do well we would 

have to do a lot of work and research outside of the lessons. But like now, with Sue we’ve had a 

good run through everything and have the skills we need to pass so it’s all good.  

R: ok how do these skills relate to finding employment?  

Carl: yeah, I think we would have the skills to find a job… 

John: it’s like when you turn up for an apprenticeship, they send you to a college to teach you how 

to file, but if you want to get a job then this course is better because like when I went to an employer 

I took something I made and I could show them and talk to them about what skills I had gained and 

what problems I had and how I overcame them umm and it was good and they know that I know 

what I’m talking about.  

R: what role do your teachers play in decision-making?  

Carl: well in our first year we had Michael like I said before and he wasn’t great, you’d ask him a 

question, he would laugh and walk away.  

R: why was that an issue?  

Carl: well where do I start…it was an issue because you couldn’t get the help that you required this 

holds you back and instead of getting a Distinction you might only get a merit or a pass. ok here’s 

an example, we would be in this classroom doing a write up and half way through he would say ok 

it’s time for you to go on the apprenticeship website and sign up to see if you can get an 

apprenticeship. Whilst we did that he would go in a cupboard and eat a Mars bar… 

Mudaser: yeah, he didn’t really explain anything, he would sort of like just palm off us onto another 

teacher or website.  

Carl: well it was his last year until retirement and didn’t really care. Then we had Steve for a while… 

John: yeah Steve was good, his job was a machinist, so he knows about it, whereas some others 

don’t know so much about it, so you get gaps in knowledge which isn’t good.  

Carl: we then had a Navy person, Chris. He was awful, so strict.  

Mudaser: he did teach us a lot of stuff, but he didn’t have a very good relationship with us  

John: the thing with Chris was that he was a technical author and in the Navy since the 70s like my 

grandad, like when I told him my dad was in the Army for a while he said he should’ve joined the 

Navy [laughs] and things like the books don’t always have things that work in real life but he’s the 

person who wrote the book, so he doesn’t always know what he’s talking about- that’s the problem.  
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Carl: so, like if we asked him for help on a simple thing, like I asked about advice on how to file flat, 

he told me to buy the book he used to read when he was an engineer and then he would go on 

about how that book saved his life in many situations.  

R: so what factors make a suitable teacher?  

Carl: there has to be a balance between knowing when to help the student and knowing when to 

have a bit of banter.  

Lucy: Sue has been so helpful to me, she understands what it’s like trying to get into this industry 

as a girl, so she’s told me about her experiences and actually maybe changed my mind a bit. Like 

she said how it can be a positive point being a female in this industry. It’s really helped me have 

confidence in like applying for apprenticeships and stuff. So actually, she’s probably been the most 

helpful, for me anyway.  

R: have your feelings about the course changed since you started?  

Mudaser: yes. 

Carl: it’s been for me up and down. The teacher before caused the down and Steve caused the up 

and Chris back down but now our teacher Sue is causing an up in how I feel, and I’ve got nothing 

bad to say about her because she made my feelings come back up I guess.  

Thalente: same.  

Mudaser: yeah when I started I wasn’t really into it but then once I started to work and learn the 

skills I found it very interesting and now I want to carry on.  

R: so, what do you see yourself doing in the future and what steps do you need to take to get there?  

John: I do not know because there is less work around here than there was. There was a shipyard 

across the road but that’s now closed and turned into flats. By back-up plan is bus driving, that’s 

my very back up plan. Let me explain, if I don’t get a job in engineering which is what I want to do 

then it will be signaller, train driver and then bus driver. I think I can easily get a job as a bus driver, 

train driver is simple enough.  

R: so, you don’t need level 2 engineering to do that do you?  

John: no but you get some good skills, operating machines and the safety rules relate to it.  

R: Thalente, Lucy, what do you want to do in the future?  

Thalente: Oh, I want to do music 

R: ok can you elaborate on that please?  
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Thalente: I’m passionate about music  

R: so why did you follow a path in engineering instead of exploring music?  

Thalente: I mean, I didn’t find a place to do music, I wanted to get on a record label to sing.  

R: did you pursue this at all? Any auditions?  

Thalente: no, I didn’t do auditions. I couldn’t find any music courses around here, so this was my 

second choice.  

R: so, when this level 2 course finishes, what do you plan on doing?  

Thalente: an apprenticeship in welding. In the long term I want to do singing, but now I want to 

apply for an apprenticeship in welding because I’m banging in welding.  

R: what does banging mean?  

Thalente: I’m good at it innit.  

R: so what steps do you have to take to gain an apprenticeship in welding?  

Thalente: I have to apply online, I don’t know the website or where I want to go though. 

R: so how will you pursue signing alongside welding?  

Thalente: it’s all about the ‘gram innit. When you get enough likes you get noticed by the labels and 

get signed up to shows and that, like Cardi B, then you’ve made it. No more welding for me! 

R: There’s millions of users on Instagram who want to be noticed, what will make the labels notice 

you?  

I’m a brand, it’s all about the personality, people will love me for me and that will get me likes, 

that’s how you get noticed.  

Lucy: well, like I said b before, I want to get an apprenticeship in Engineering, I don’t want to do 

anymore studying like on the level 3. I want to be out and about fixing things, doing the practical 

side of it. I’ve spoken to our teacher and she’s been helpful in helping me to do applications.  

R: so, have you applied for any apprenticeships or jobs yet?  

Lucy: yeah, I’ve found a few apprenticeships that I liked, and I’ve applied, so I’m waiting to see now. 

But I’ve also been looking at the Army and it looks quite attractive, so I’m in the middle of my 

application to send that off too.  

R: what was attractive about the Army?  
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Lucy: The engineering jobs I saw was like what I want to do, and they have a good reputation for 

training you up. I think even if I leave the Army when I’m older I’d be able to get a job afterwards 

because of the skills I’ll have. Also, they do a lot for women in the Army.  

R: what do you mean they do a lot for women in the Army?  

Lucy: well when I was searching them, I saw that they have loads of equal opportunities for women, 

they said that women get paid the same as the men and won awards for being good employers for 

women, that kind of thing.  

R: Ok thank you for sharing that. One last question, can you tell me how you found out all of this 

information?  

Lucy: well I searched online, and it was all on their website so that made it easy for me to get 

information.  

R: Did you use any other sources to find out about the Army?  

Lucy: mmm just their website and some videos on there, didn’t really need anything else. They were 

pretty genuine, had pictures of all the women in the Army and their stories. I told my teacher and 

my dad, and they said go for it, so I guess it just depends if I get an apprenticeship first or not.  

R: If you’re offered an apprenticeship and role in the Army at the same time how will you decide 

between them?  

Lucy: haven’t thought about that. I guess it depends on what kind of apprenticeship it is, maybe if 

it’s in a good business where I can work my way up, I’ll pick that. Otherwise probably the Army 

because it’s more like a career where you can work your way up than a job.  

R: ok thank you. Mudaser, what about you?   

Mudaser: I want to stay here next year and do my Level 3 engineering. I know that it will be more 

theory, but I think I have the skills to do that and the level 3 will help me go to uni.  

R: what would you want to study at university?  

Mudaser: I am not sure what type of engineering yet, but from next year it will be explained a bit 

more better, so I think maybe welding.  

R: do you need to go to uni to be a welder?  

Mudaser: well oh, for me, I had a choice of doing apprenticeship after level 2 but my mum said it’s 

good, but I want you to go to uni, because in my family no other boy has been to uni and got a 

degree, for me, I will be the first one to do that.  
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John: are you a bit under pressure from family  

Mudaser: yeah, I am  

John: may I just say, screw ‘em, honestly for that kind of work an apprenticeship you get the job at 

the end of it and you learn on the job. Uni is not really, unless they send you to uni to learn about 

it, the apprenticeship is like…your family don’t know what they’re talking about pretty much.  

Carl: well I want to become an armourer for the Royal Army next year. In the Summer I’ll be applying 

for the Royal Army. An armourer is someone who maintains the vehicles and weapons the Army 

uses, so I’ll always be in a job because the Army always need an Armourer.  

R: so, what do you need to get into the Army?  

Carl: umm as a rule of thumb you don’t need a lot to be in the Army but as an Armourer you do 

need some sort of background in engineering, if you don’t they send you to a military base to learn, 

so I think I’m pretty sorted.  

John: umm I don’t think I answered your question very well, after my level 2, I want to get an 

apprenticeship for next year, unlikely but I’m trying. If that doesn’t work then I’ll do level 3 

engineering then I will hunt around for jobs for a while and then if I can’t do that I will be a bus 

driver, I don’t want to work at Asda cos that’s crap.  

R: Kareem you didn’t tell us what your future-plans are and what steps you have taken to achieve 

your objective?  

Kareem: mmm… I guess I’m not sure yet. Like Mudaser my parents are quite encouraging towards 

going to university, so for now I have signed up to level 3 engineering to keep my options open. But 

I guess I have loads of time to decide as I will be here another two years and see what happens 

then. Maybe I can get an apprenticeship first and persuade my parents that I don’t need a degree.  

R: ok, so what steps will you need to take for university or apprenticeships?  

Kareem: I know for uni you have to go through UCAS, but I don’t know what I have to do for it and 

for apprenticeships there’s a website which you can use to find the offers and you apply through 

there. Yeah so, I know what I’m doing, just got to do it now.  

R: Thank you for sharing Kareen. Does anyone else have anything they would like to add  

Group: no thank you  

R: well that’s it for today, thank you for taking part. If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate 

to contact me on the contact details provided on the information sheet. Thanks again 
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