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• Consider the applicability of Appadurai’s notion 
of aspirations and Ray’s theory of the aspirations 
gap to the pathways of students into professions 
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The capacity to aspire is not equally available to all in a 
society. The well-resourced have a much higher 
capacity to aspire than do the poorly resourced 
because 

• The better off, by definition, have a more complex 
experience of the relation between a wide range of 
ends and means 

• They have a bigger stock of available experiences of 
the relationship of aspirations and outcomes; and

APPADURAI’S NOTION OF ASPIRATIONS
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• They are in a better position to explore and harvest 
diverse experiences of exploration and trial, because of 
their many opportunities to link material goods and 
immediate opportunities to more general and generic 
possibilities and options (Appadurai, 2004: 68) 

• The better resourced “simply have used the map of 
[their society’s] norms to explore the future more 
frequently and more realistically, and to share this 
knowledge with one another more routinely than their 
poorer and weaker neighbors” (Appadurai, 2004: 69)
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• Large-scale national study of Grade 12 learner 
aspirations to enter higher education (HE): 

• 73% of 12,204 respondents aspired to enter HE 
within three years of the survey date (August 2001) –
and 78% of learners’ households fell into low-
socioeconomic status (SES) category (Cosser with Du 
Toit, 2002)

• About 70% of low-SES learners in central Queensland, 
Australia, aspire to a university degree (Gale et al., 
2013) 

SOUTH AFRICAN AND AUSTRALIAN 
EXPERIENCE
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• If the economically disadvantaged have the capacity to 
aspire, their lack of resources prevents them from 
realising those aspirations (as Naylor et al., 2013 and 
Tafere, 2014 demonstrate)

REALISATION OF ASPIRATIONS
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• The “aspirations gap” is the difference between the 
standard of living to which a person aspires and the 
standard of living that person currently has (Ray, 2006: 
411) 

• It is not the aspirations themselves but the gap
between the aspirations and that which is aspired to 
that influences how the person behaves regarding (that 
is, how s/he acts upon) those aspirations 

THE ASPIRATIONS GAP
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• “Individual investment efforts are minimal for both high 
and low aspiration gaps”:

• Where there is a small gap between a person’s 
aspirations and what she aspires to, there will be no 
incentive to put in much effort to achieve those 
aspirations 

• Similarly, where there is a large gap between a person’s 
aspirations and what she aspires to, there will also be 
no incentive to put in much effort to achieve those 
aspirations, since they are perceived to be out of reach

THE ASPIRATIONS GAP
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THE ASPIRATIONS WINDOW 
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“... inequality isn’t really [the cause of aspirations 
failure] at all, though to some extent it may be 
correlated with polarization. It is perfectly possible for 
an unequal society to be nevertheless thickly populated 
at all points of the economic spectrum, creating local, 
attainable incentives at the lower end of the wealth or 
income distribution. Affirmative action or public 
education may be policy tools that help in creating this 
sense of local connectedness” (Ray, 2006: 414; 
emphasis in italics original; emphasis in red added)

THE ASPIRATIONS WINDOW
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• Local connectedness = forging links among the poor 
located at different rungs of the economic ladder

• The greater the polarisation between rich and poor 
and therefore the more unequal the society, the less 
likely there are to be intermediate ladder rungs onto 
and by which the poor can ascend

PROBLEM WITH THE 
ASPIRATIONS WINDOW
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2005-2008 TRACER STUDY

2005 2006 2008

Baseline 
Survey

Tracer 
Survey 1

Tracer 
Survey 2

Sample:
771 schools
58,965 learners
Stratum 1: 10%
Stratum 2: 31%
Stratum 3: 59%

Response:
362 schools
20,659 learners
(47% of schools; 
35% of learners)

Sample:
17,642 learners

Response:
4,278 learners
(24%)

Sample: 
4,278 learners

Response:
920 learners
(22%)

Stratum 1: 5%
Stratum 2: 23%
Stratum 3: 72%
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CHOICE OF PROFESSION BY 
RESPONDENTS, 2006, 2008

Profession n %
Accounting 33 22.6
Engineering 24 16.4
Medical 11 7.5
Teaching 8 5.5
Legal 7 4.8
Social work 7 4.8
Information technology 3 2.1

Other ‘professions’ 45 30.8
Unsure 6 4.1
Not indicated 2 1.4
Total 146 100.0
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• Qualifications students are studying towards prepare 
them for different occupational levels within the 
professions they plan to enter. For example:

• Students enrolled for a National Diploma (ND) 
would ordinarily enter the profession at a lower 
occupational level than those students enrolled 
for a University Professional 1st Bachelor’s degree 
(UPB), who would be on track to enter the 
profession at the highest occupational level

MATCH BETWEEN QUALIFICATION 
AND PROFESSION
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• A student enrolled for a ND in Engineering who wanted 
to enter the engineering profession would not be able to 
become a Professional Engineer unless s/he 
subsequently took a degree in engineering, but might 
become an engineering technologist or an engineering 
technician 

• (“The minimum academic qualification required for 
registration as a CE [Candidate Engineer] is a bachelor's 
degree appropriate to industrial engineering, accredited 
by the Engineering Council of South Africa” – ECSA)

MATCH BETWEEN QUALIFICATION 
AND PROFESSION
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• A student enrolled for a UPB in Engineering who 
wanted to become a Professional Engineer, on the 
other hand, would be able to do so after a mandatory 
period in the field practising as an engineer and then 
passing the Professional Engineer examinations

• Therefore, those respondents indicating that they 
wanted to enter the Engineering profession may have 
aspired to be Professional Engineers, but depending on 
their qualifications and the programme areas they 
were enrolled in might not have been able to realise 
these aspirations 

MATCH BETWEEN QUALIFICATION 
AND PROFESSION
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• In the Accounting sphere:

• The route to becoming a Chartered Accountant (CA) 
involves enrolling for the appropriate degree in a 
SAICA-accredited university

• The practice of accounting begins with entry into a 
degree programme leading to SAICA accreditation

• Practice in the degree programme is an integral 
part of practice in the profession – but only if there 
is consonance between the programme enrolled in 
and the profession aspired to

MATCH BETWEEN INSTITUTION, 
PROGRAMME, AND PROFESSION
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• Three-pronged choice:

1. Choice of higher education institution
2. Choice of programme of study
3. Choice of profession

• For better-off learners accessing traditional 
universities, this process is usually synchronous; for 
poorer learners accessing comprehensive 
universities or universities of technology, not 
necessarily – it may be linear, or circular

ASPIRATION FOR ENTRY 
INTO PROFESSIONS
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• The apparent lack of realism displayed by – usually 
poorer – respondents seeking to become 
accountants or engineers but enrolling in institutions 
which do not offer a direct pathway to a license to 
practise as a Chartered Accountant or a Professional 
Engineer suggests a failure to “explore the future … 
realistically” (Appadurai, 2004: 69). 

ASPIRATION FOR ENTRY 
INTO PROFESSIONS
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• Operative word in the phrase apparent lack of 
realism = “apparent” 

• Realism for a poorer student unable to afford the 
fees charged by a SAICA-accredited institution and 
lacking the grades needed to access such an 
institution means that such a student is bound to 
register for a generic business studies programme at 
a non-SAICA-accredited institution 

• Reality: there is no alternative

ASPIRATION FOR ENTRY 
INTO PROFESSIONS
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• The absence of choice, in the South African context, 
points up the limitations of a whole body of 
literature on “student choice behaviour” produced in 
a first-world context and assuming universal capacity 
to choose one’s learning destiny

• (See, for example: Sewell et al. [1969]; Sewell & 
Shah [1978]; Jackson [1982]; Hanson & Litten [1982]; 
Chapman [1984]; Kotler & Fox [1985]; Hossler & 
Gallagher [1987]; Hossler et al. [1989]; Paulsen 
[1990]; Campaigne & Hossler [1998]; Hossler et al. 
[1999]; Schneider & Stevenson [1999]; and Aamodt
[2001])

STUDENT CHOICE BEHAVIOUR
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1. For the Department of Basic Education (DBE) and 
schools

• The DBE should assign a qualified career 
guidance practitioner to every school in the 
country (after proper toilets, that is)

• Career guidance should happen when learners 
are in Grade 9

• Career guidance practitioners should temper 
learners’ aspirations with realism

• All learners should have the opportunity to plot 
their career paths with the help of career 
guidance practitioners

SOME POLICY IMPLICATIONS
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2. For Universities of Technology

• Offer realistic career guidance to all first-year 
students enrolled in programmes that could lead 
to eventual professional accreditation

3. For Universities

• University planners should plot the likely 
pathways of students enrolled in programmes 
that could lead to eventual professional 
accreditation and budget accordingly

• Additional academic support should be provided 
to every student who needs it 

SOME POLICY IMPLICATIONS
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