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Educational aspirations of girls 
 

Carol Fuller is a researcher who spent over two years studying the educational aspirations 

and ambitions of girls at a single-sex girls’ state secondary school in the south east of 

England. The results of this longitudinal study were published in her book Sociology, 

gender and educational aspirations: girls and their ambitions (2009). 

 

Fuller used case studies, observation, focus groups and interviews in her longitudinal 

study to ‘understand and explain the factors that matter in the educational aspirations of 

the students… I wanted to know why some girls aspired to a higher education whilst others 

did not’ (p. 159). 

 

The British school selected had 703 girls from Year 7 to Year 13. It was classified as a 

school that struggled ‘with consistently low academic achievement rates ‘(p. 2). Focusing 

on students in Years 10 and 12, Fuller classified each girl into one of three groups; Low 

Aspirers, Middle Aspirers or High Aspirers. The Low Aspiring students were the girls ‘who 

intended to leave schooling at the end of compulsory education and who largely 

considered school as useless and pointless to their futures’ (p. 40). The Middle Aspirers 

were those ‘who intended to continue with further education [vocational training] at the end 

of their compulsory schooling but did not intend to continue into higher education’ (p. 75). 

High Aspirers were those who intended to go to university after school. 

 

A summary for each group was drawn from the data. It should be noted that these 

summaries are generalised statements from qualitative data, rather than quantitative 

results. 
 

Low Aspirers (p. 65) 

• are distinguished by their low levels of self-esteem and self-confidence 

• have negative perceptions of education 

• feel alienated within school 

• some of these students challenge or withdraw ‘as a rational response… to a system 

they feel rejected by’ (p. 65) 

• have a lack of direction which follows from a lack of support and encouragement 

outside of school  

• careers guidance and work experience placements often encouraged the ‘highly 

gendered low status, low-pay career ambitions of the low aspirers’ (p. 65) 

• motherhood and relationships were predominant in their future plans 

• ‘Traditional gendered roles appear to offer an identity to these students not 

achieving an educational one’ (p. 153). 
 

Middle Aspirers (pp.99-100) 

• vocational education in some form is valued and deemed necessary 

• future employment security is very important 

• their educational aspirations reflect a degree of attachment to what is known, 

trusted and familiar 

• attachment to family, friends and locality is important 
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• ‘Self-confidence and autonomy in choice making processes appears to be 

intrinsically linked to interactions with, attachment to and trust in others’ (p. 100) 

• Middle Aspirers display much greater levels of attachment and trust than the Low 

Aspirers 

• The need for future relationships (partners, marriage, children) is common in their 

aspirations, ‘they also acknowledge that the responsibility of primary carer will 

remain theirs’ (p. 154) 

• Gender is a significant factor ‘because it features so predominantly in their future 

career choices as… nursery nurses, secretaries, hair and beauty technicians’ (p. 

15) 
 

High Aspirers (pp. 131-133) 

• higher education is seen to offer a route to greater security and independence 

• High Aspirers strategize and ‘clearly articulate the rationality they apply to their 

future choices’ (p. 132)  

• ‘are explicit in their belief that the choices they make in relation to their futures are 

autonomous ones’ (p. 132) 

• have a very individualised notion of self 

• choice and ambitions are defined, and made possible by self application 

• ‘consider themselves as individuals situated in a social context that is unequal [in 

terms of gender] but it is something students believe can be countered through 

individual hard work and application’ (p. 133) 

• They have greater levels of social capital than Low and Middle Aspirers. This social 

capital is achieved by the students’ themselves 

• Trust appears to ‘precede the acquisition of social capital’. This is important 

because trust facilitates ‘a student’s willingness to accept the legitimacy of the 

educational system in terms of defining future identities… and it also fosters a 

willingness to become actively involved with the school’ (p. 132) 

• Families of the High Aspirers ‘appear to balance parental authority with individual 

autonomy and this appears to promote both a sense of security and independence’ 

in these students (p. 132). 

• Marriage and children are ‘loosely linked to future life plans’, these girls desire to 

‘re-negotiate a future role of dependent within a relationship, to one of equality and 

economic independence’ (p. 154) 
 

Fuller’s research is very thorough and her study raises some significant findings about the 

educational aspirations of girls. It is important to recognise that this study only explored 

one British single-sex school and as such, many of the findings are limited by the socio-

economic and cultural environment of the school. For example, the notion of class is 

discussed at length in several sections of the book but in many countries this type of class 

system does not directly apply. 
 

There were many noteworthy conclusions from this study: 

• ‘In considering educational aspiration; it is perhaps self-identification that appears to 

be key; how a student identifies oneself within an educational context will have 

important consequences for how they then engage with it’ (p. 159) 
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• ‘Practices and relationships within school matter because they reflect important 

messages to students regarding their suitability for different post-16 routes’ (p. 159) 

• ‘The psychological and social consequences of a student’s perception of 

encouragement by parents in terms of emotional support, as well as trust and 

autonomy within the family, appear to relate to a student’s educational values and 

attitudes’ (p. 160) 

• ‘For the students in this study, educational aspirations could not be accounted for 

simply by social background nor was attainment always a function of aspirations 

either’ (p. 162) 

• ‘It is a student’s understanding of self that offers the greatest insight into why some 

students in this study have aspirations for further and higher education whilst others 

do not’ (p. 162) 
 

The implications from Fuller’s study were summarised in two major themes. Firstly, she 

recommended personalised and holistic learning for every student. This encompasses 

academic learning, psychological and social support which acknowledges the child’s life 

outside school walls; ‘factors external to the school that have a bearing on a student’s 

participation within it’ (p. 163). 
 

The second implication for schools was the ‘need for much earlier career advice and an 

overhaul of the system of work experience’ (p. 163). For the students in this study, work 

experience placements were often ‘a student’s only access to careers advice’ (p. 163). 

There was also a need for greater support and direction for students as they explore the 

necessary entry requirements for college and university admissions (p. 164). 
 

Carol Fuller concluded that ‘whilst this book is a case study and therefore specific to the 

students within it, it is hoped that the voices of the young women included may still 

contribute in some way to our understanding of the processes shaping educational 

aspirations’ (p. 6).  
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