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Background: The shift in recent years towards the lifespan concept of career development,

which views career behaviour as occurring in stages beginning in childhood and continuing
throughout life, has meant that it has become increasingly important to assist learners in
fulfilling their career goals. There is, however, a scarcity of research on the career aspirations of
primary school learners, especially those from low socio-economic backgrounds.

Aim: This article describes research conducted on the career aspirations of Grade 7 learners at
a community school.

Setting: The study is set within an interpretivist paradigm and utilises a generic qualitative
research design.

Methods: The study involved a purposefully selected group of Grade 7 learners from a local
community school. As part of the study, each learner completed a collage and sociogram, and
took part in a group interview.

Results: Themes that emerged from the data analysis were: career aspirations that seek to fulfil
hopes and dreams, the role of the family in shaping career aspirations and counting the ‘cost’
of career aspirations.

Conclusion: The results of the study indicated that there is a need to explore learners’ career
aspirations from an early age in order to expose them to various career choices in the constantly
changing world of work.

Introduction

The South African context is one of the most complex and economically unequal in the world,
with a quarter of the population unemployed and 20% — 30% of the population living in extreme
poverty (Statistics South Africa 2015). Furthermore, as a new democracy, South Africa has a
unique sociopolitical history and has inherited a legacy of discrimination and inequality,
particularly in the fields of education and career development. This legacy has led to more than
half of the South African population receiving education from a historically disadvantaged school
system and finding themselves still disadvantaged more than 20 years after democracy (Fleisch
2008; Taylor & Yu 2009; Van der Berg 2008).

With the development of democracy in South Africa, education has been mandated through
government acts and policies, for example the South African Schools Act No. 84 (SASA 1996) and
the White Paper 6 (2001), key vehicles for the implementation of social justice. Social justice can
be understood as encompassing ‘actions that contribute towards affording equal access to all
within a particular nation or society” (O’Brien 2001, cited in Watson 2010:24). As part of addressing
the injustices in the South African school system, community schools were developed to provide
alternative, quality education to children from previously disadvantaged communities and have
become beacons of hope in assisting young people to overcome the complex and multifaceted
transformational challenges of their history and context (Diale 2014; Taylor & Yu 2009).

The particular community school referred to in this research was founded as a result of the
number of children who could not be accommodated at the only primary school in a nearby
informal settlement in the north of Johannesburg, Gauteng. Like others, this community school
has aimed to meet the needs of primary school children and to provide the life-enriching
educational opportunities that many South African children do not have but need in order to
develop into responsible, contributing and equipped members of a transformed society
(Department of Education 2002). As researchers involved in supporting the school from an
educational psychological perspective, we observed that children’s career stories and hopes were
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not addressed in the school, home or community context.
Moreover, the body of international and local research on
career development in education reveals that there is a
stronger focus on high school learners (Auger, Blackhurst &
Wahl 2005; Flouri & Panourgia 2012; Schuette, Ponton &
Charlton 2012), with limited emphasis at the primary school
level (Watson et al. 2010; Arulmani 2011b). In the context of
unique pre- and post-democracy challenges, less than 4% of
career research reports focus on the career development
of children in South Africa, and most of these focus on white,
middle-class high school learners (Arulmani, Van Laar &
Easton 2001; Venter, Watson & Fouche 2006). However, the
relevance of this research to learners from different
socioeconomic backgrounds is unclear, thus highlighting the
social injustices of the past and the need for transformation in
the field of career development in order to reflect a democratic
country. Given the association between low socioeconomic
status and unemployment, often learners of lower
socioeconomic status need the most assistance in terms of
career development (Chartrand & Rose 1996).

Career development forms an integral part of a learner’s
overall development, particularly during adolescence
(12-20 years), during which significant biological, cognitive,
social and emotional changes take place as preparation
for adult life begins (Geldard & Geldard 2012; Watson
2010). In keeping with a social justice perspective, career
development is defined by Watson (2010) as:

one that exposes previously and currently disadvantaged
children to the world of work, to career education, to tertiary
institutions and career role models in ways that are contextually
relevant and sustainable (p. 25)

An exploration of young people’s hopes and expectations of
pursuing a career in a certain field is a helpful starting point.

It is against this background that this article sets out
to illuminate the career aspirations of a group of Grade
7 learners from a community school. The research question
addressed is: ‘What are the career aspirations of Grade
7 learners in a community school?” It is envisioned that
the findings of this study can assist in: the implementation
of contextually relevant career intervention strategies in
schools and communities, providing exposure to the world
of work and career education to learners in South Africa
whose knowledge on this important aspect of their lives
is limited and allowing learners to nurture hope for their
future through gaining knowledge about careers, making
important decisions regarding their future careers,
overcoming potential career barriers and pursuing their
aspirations with a sense of hope for the future (Auger et al.
2005; Flouri & Panourgia 2012).

The article begins with a conceptualisation of adolescents’
development from Western and African perspectives
as expounded in theories of human development. We
present Gottfredson’s (1981) theory of circumscription and
compromise as the theoretical framework that grounds the
career development of adolescents discussed in the article.
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A literature review of adolescent career aspirations
and community schooling is then provided. Thereafter, a
description of the research design and methodology includes
the multiple methods used to explore the career aspirations
of three black male adolescent participants in a community
school. We then present a discussion of the salient issues
pertaining to the career aspirations of adolescents from
disadvantaged contexts. We conclude by suggesting specific
areas for further research into contextually relevant career
interventions for marginalised communities wherein the
need for career development is so great.

Perspectives on adolescents’
development, career aspirations
and community schools: Same lens,
different views

The adolescent stage occurs between the ages of 12
and 20 when significant biological, cognitive, social and
emotional changes take place as preparation for adult
life begins (Geldard & Geldard 2012). Schoon and Polek
(2011) state that adolescence is a critical juncture in the
development of an individual’s career, given that the
hopes and expectations expressed by young people during
adolescence can potentially have important consequences
for later development. In this article, we explore adolescent
development from two world views, namely a Western
and an African perspective. The key theories that guide
this article are Erickson’s theory of psychosocial development
(Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana 2002), which is contrasted
with Nsamenang’s theory from an African perspective
that proposes the influence of social ontogenesis on human
development. However, we conclude this discussion by
arguing that there is a need for these theories to intersect
in relation to developing children and their career
aspirations within the diverse South African sociocultural
context.

Important to Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development
is the emphasis that it places on the social context. Meece and
Daniels (2008) note that Erikson’s theory acknowledges that
relationships and societal expectations have an effect on
an individual’s development. During the adolescent stage,
rapid changes occur at the social, emotional, cognitive and
physical levels. The formation of an identity is key at this
stage and fundamental for entry into adulthood. Furthermore,
for adolescents, this stage includes figuring out what they are
capable of in their own capacity as well as how this translates
into what they can achieve as members of society (Hook
2009). They, therefore, begin to shape their career aspirations
as they struggle with identity versus confusion and
purposefully seek out career options and begin to make
career choices (Hook 2009). The successful resolution of the
adolescent stage results in a well-developed sense of identity
that reflects individuality, continuity and stability, whereas
an unsuccessful resolution can result in role confusion. Hook
(2009) explains that this confusion can surface in various
ways, for example in an inability to settle on a career.
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It is, therefore, our opinion that the exploration of career
aspirations at the beginning of this developmental stage is
essential in assisting young people to establish secure career
identities.

Many Eurocentric stage-approach theories of development,
like Erickson’s, propose a linear progression of development.
These theories are homogenous and fail to account for
cultural differences that acutely affect the development of
adolescents in the African context. Bronfenbrenner (2005)
argues, however, that a consideration of the influence of
varying and unpredictable contextual factors on human
development is essential. The cumulative influences of an
individual’s varying contexts can in fact mean that
development is a non-linear process (Nsamenang 2009).

We therefore contrast Erikson’s theory with that of
Nsamenang (1992), who asserts that cultures exert different
influences on human development insofar as they may
recognise, define and assign different developmental tasks
to the developmental agenda, thereby making development
different across cultural groups (Nsamenang 1992). Nsamenang
(1992), therefore, proposes a theory of social ontogenesis in
which human development is inextricably linked to the
ecology and social system in which development occurs.
Ontogenesis in isolation relates to the developmental
unfolding or lifetime development of an individual; however,
social ontogenesis relates to the individual’s development
within a social system and it is social ontogenesis that
anchors human development (Nsamenang 2005). According
to Nsamenang (2005:3), ‘there are distinctive developmental
tasks that are defined within the framework of cultural
realities and developmental agendas’. This focus on the role
of the cultural context in development thus differentiates
Nsamenang’s theory from individualistic accounts of human
development such as Erikson’s. For Nsamenang (2005), as
children actively engage in cultural life, they gradually
assume levels of personhood, identity and ways of being.
Furthermore, within an African worldview, an individual
can only achieve a sense of self through a community
(Nsamenang 2005). Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) bio-ecosystemic
framework further alludes to the dynamic interplay and
influence of various systems in an individual’s life, with the
community and larger society playing vital roles in the
development of the young person. It is at the adolescent
stage of development that many African cultures would
practise initiation ceremonies characterised by accentuated
efforts to allocate more responsibility to adolescents and to
begin to incorporate them into adult social groups and roles
in preparation for adulthood (Nsamenang 1992). Given that
the participants in the study on which this article is based
were African adolescent boys and therefore at this transitional
stage of their development, it is important to note that as
adolescents enter into the emerging adult stage and are
incorporated into adult social roles, their career aspirations
are likely to be shaped. As they form a secure identity and
sense of self after the successful resolution of Erikson’s Stage
5 and are successfully initiated into adult life (Nsamenang 1992),
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it is likely that they will be exposed to careers from an adult
perspective and possibly take on certain work tasks; they
will, therefore, begin to evaluate careers as socially acceptable
or unacceptable (Gottfredson 1996).

Gottfredson’s (1981) theory of circumscription and
compromise proposes that adolescents evaluate themselves
against others in the process of establishing a sense of self.
Adolescents become sensitive to social evaluation and aware
of which careers are deemed acceptable and unacceptable
within their context. The relation between early adolescents’
need to ‘fit in” with their peer group and their need for
affirmation from others regarding their future career choices
is highly likely to impact their career aspirations. When
exploring the career aspirations of learners at this stage of
development it is, therefore, important to be cognisant of the
fact that peer agreement and validation play key roles in
defining an individual’s aspirations. It is our contention that
there is a discernible link between Erikson’s psychosocial
development theory and Gottfredson’s career development
theory. With a secure identity, an adolescent would be
expected to have enough of an understanding of self to
explore careers congruent with who they are, and not who
their peers or wider social circle may perceive them to be.
Furthermore, the concept of social ontogenesis relates to both
Gottfredson’s and Nsamenang’s theories in that they take
into account the environmental and social issues affecting
adolescents’ career development, helping them to gain a
better understanding of themselves and their potential
careers so that their ‘social space’ or ‘zone of acceptable
alternatives’ becomes narrower (Gottfredson 1996:187). At
this stage, adolescents are also able to incorporate new
elements into their self-concept.

Although many Western theories of career development
have been criticised for being irrelevant within a South
African context — particularly because they do not account
for multicultural, sociopolitical and economic factors that
pervade South African life (Watson, McMahon & Longe 2011) -
we suggest that a combination of the abovementioned
theories can be relevant to a South African context in that
they give sufficient focus to broader environmental and
societal issues, as well as to socioeconomic status (Watson
et al. 2011), and thus provide a ‘melting pot” (Figure 1) of
perspectives and a much-needed theoretical intersection
for exploring the career aspirations of adolescents in
South Africa.

The melting pot of Eurocentric and
Afrocentric perspectives on
adolescents and their career
development

Career aspirations can be understood as the individual’s
hopes and expectations of pursuing a career in a certain
field. Many such aspirations are based on societal norms
and parental expectations, and are also influenced by
various contextual factors (Flouri & Panourgia 2012;
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A ‘melting pot’ of theories informing the career
aspirations of Grade 7 adolescents

FIGURE 1: The melting pot of Eurocentric and Afrocentric perspectives on
adolescents and their career development.

Nagengast & Marsh 2012). Although having career
aspirations does not guarantee work in a certain field, a
sense of hope and expectation for the future motivates a
person to meet their long-term educational and career
goals (Quaglia & Cobb 1996; Schuette et al. 2012). Career
aspirations can be likened to a life compass, giving a person
direction in terms of their investment of time and energy
(Ashby & Schoon 2012). The importance of exploring career
aspirations lies in the fact that maintenance and nurturance
of these aspirations can lead to a greater sense of well-being
and a more positive sense of self (Ashby & Schoon 2012).
Although we acknowledge that career aspirations are
influenced and sometimes thwarted by elements such as
limited financial resources, family, societal and cultural
expectations, as well as the quality of education received,
we believe that if we are to attempt to assist young people in
realising their career goals, an understanding of their future
hopes and expectations is crucial.

According to Patton and Skorikov (2007), literature regarding
the career development of children and adolescents, and
more specifically their career aspirations and expectations
(Patton & Creed 2007), is limited. This is problematic, given
the importance of career aspirations proposed in most
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theories of career development, including Gottfredson (1981)
and Zunker (1994). Patton and Creed (2007) observe that
there is a move towards placing greater emphasis on the role
of context in the development of adolescents’ career
aspirations. Furthermore, Schoon and Polek (2011) contend
that research is needed that assesses the link between career
aspirations and the attainment of those aspirations. Studies
of this kind are thus finally beginning to emerge (Rojewski
2005, cited in Patton & Creed 2007).

Schoon and Parsons (2002) maintain that emphasis has
traditionally been placed on individual factors in studies
of the development of occupational aspirations, and they
argue that this emphasis tends to elide the constraints of
the social circumstances within which adolescents aspire.
Furthermore, there is an awareness internationally that, for
many adolescents, ‘vocational development depends more
on existing opportunity structures than choice” (Schoon &
Parsons 2002:262). Research by Furlong and Cartmel (1995,
cited in Patton & Creed 2007) indicates that the occupational
aspirations of adolescents as young as 13 years are
constrained by their perceptions of local work opportunities.

Empirical studies on the career aspirations of primary school
children have been conducted in Australia, China and the
United Kingdom. These studies have focused on career
aspirations as indicators of future careers, as well as on the
influence of aspects such as gender, self-efficacy and
socioeconomic status on adolescents’ career aspirations (Creed,
Wong & Hood 2009; Patton & Creed 2007; Schoon 2001). This
research shows that stereotyping plays a role in adolescents’
career aspirations. A study of 498 Chinese high school students
(Creed et al. 2009) found that, although both boys and girls
aspired to enterprising careers, boys typically aspired to
investigative careers, whereas girls aspired to conventional
careers. Research by Rojewski and Yang (1997, cited in Patton
& Creed 2007) found that self-esteem had a minimal effect on
American adolescents’ career aspirations, but Lapan et al.
(2000) found that Grade 7 learners expressed a higher sense of
self-efficacy when they believed that their aspirations matched
the conventions associated with their gender.

According to Patton and Creed (2007), socioeconomic status has
long been identified as an influence on career aspirations, yet it
has been infrequently researched. The research that has however
been conducted indicates that higher socioeconomic status has
a positive effect on the ultimate fulfilment of career
aspirations, whereas lower socioeconomic status, together
with a perceived lack of parental support, negatively affects
the attainment of career aspirations (McWhirter, Hackett &
Bandalos 1998, cited in Patton & Creed 2007). A 17-year
longitudinal study conducted by Schoon (2001) in the United
Kingdom, with a national representation of 7649 individuals
born in the United Kingdom, indicated that career aspirations
are indeed a reliable indicator of future careers. Continued
study in this area is necessary for many reasons, one of which
is to provide support and intervention in helping adolescents
to achieve their career goals.
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South Africa has a unique sociopolitical history and has
inherited an unfortunate legacy of inequality in terms of
employment, socioeconomic status and education, creating
a complex and challenging context for career development
(Watson et al. 2011). For example, in recent decades, over
one-third of a million school-age children have remained
out of school and, of the children in school, the success rate
of progression through grades is low (Govender 2009, cited
in Watson et al. 2011). When exploring the career aspirations
of primary school children it is essential to consider the
context in which an individual is embedded, given that
‘South Africans are faced with unpredictable contextual
factors that often negate the conceptualisation of linear
individual career development’ (Watson & Stead 2002:28).
These contextual factors include, but are not limited to,
socioeconomic status, poverty and education, and these
factors form potential barriers to the achievement of an
individual’s career aspirations. More specifically, career
barriers can be defined as ‘events or conditions, within the
person or in his or her environment, which make career
progress difficult’” (Swanson & Woitke 1997:434). Lent,
Brown and Hackett (2000) observe that:

people are less likely to translate their career interests into goals,
and their goals into actions, when they perceive their efforts to be
impeded by insurmountable barriers or inadequate support
systems. (p. 38)

Current research on the career aspirations of primary school
children remains problematic because the socioeconomic
status of samples used are not specified (Watson et al. 2011).
The participants in this particular study all come from low
socioeconomic backgrounds and reside in local informal
settlements. The influence of this context on their career
aspirations is, therefore, important because, as Arulmani
(2007) asserts, there is a trend for children from low
socioeconomic backgrounds, whose parents are illiterate and
unemployed, to exhibit a high tendency to prematurely
discontinue their education and to enter the world of work as
unskilled labourers.

According to Hartung, Speight and Lewis (1996), there is a
dominant perception in society that career choice is an
individual process of self-discovery based on interests,
values and aspirations. Although there is an undeniably
individual element to career choice, it is also a communal,
interpersonal process (Hartung et al. 1996) and therefore,
when exploring the career aspirations of primary school
children, the interdependence of various aspects of a person’s
context, such as schooling and family, in shaping their
aspirations cannot be ignored.

In South Africa, family has been identified as a key
social influence on the career aspirations of young people
(Watson et al. 2011). According to Watson et al. (2011), there is
general consensus in literature that children’s occupational
aspirations are consistent with the occupations of their
parents. However, this is mediated by their perception of
their parents” occupational satisfaction. This family dynamic
has a strong impact on children of unemployed parents as
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they do not have any influential role players in their
immediate family system.

Stead (1996) contends that culture is an important aspect of
career development as its values and constraints shape an
individual’s career aspirations. Given its multidimensionality
and fluidity, as well as the limitations of individual
perspectives, culture is a difficult concept to define. However,
it is generally described as the attitudes, behaviours,
traditions and knowledge by which a certain group of people
abide, and these characteristics are passed on from one
generation to the next (Dalton, Elias & Wandersman 2007,
cited in Visser & Moleko 2012). Stead (1996) explains that the
apartheid regime in South Africa sought to polarise culture
and accentuate its differences rather than similarities.
Although there is much debate regarding what constitutes
the term ‘African culture’, black-African culture has been
seen to embody a communal perspective of dependence and
cooperation and can be likened to an intricately woven
tapestry (Nsamenang 1992). With cultural ‘dualism’ in mind,
it is necessary to consider how a collectivist cultural
background as opposed to an individualist one may influence
the career aspirations of primary school children (Bojabotseha
2011; Diale 2014). This is especially significant given that the
participants in this research come from Tshivenda, isiZulu
and isiXhosa backgrounds. Hartung et al. (1996) assert that
cultural variables such as individualism and collectivism
mediate vocational behaviour and cause individuals to bring
differing expectations, aspirations and values to the career
development process. We assert that, whilst culture plays an
important role in the career aspirations of adolescents, it
should not be emphasised over other relevant aspects, for
example, the influence of the school community.

School has been identified as another social influence on
an individual’s career development (Watson et al. 2011).
Generally speaking, schools can be viewed as social
institutions that provide a platform for career development
to take place (Shumba & Naong 2012); they are in a position
to influence the career aspirations of learners through the
curriculum, career guidance programmes and the provision
of career role models (such as teachers). Career role models
may play an important role in assisting young people to
regulate their career aspirations, especially given that research
indicates a trend towards high levels of unrealistic occupational
aspirations, particularly amongst more disadvantaged learners
(Watson 2010). This research’s focus is on a fairly new form of
school, namely the community school. A community school
is an independent school subsidised by government funding
as well as community and individual donations. Such schools
aim to offer quality education provided by qualified teachers
who take a personal interest in each learner. The community
school where the research of this study was conducted
provides education to underprivileged learners who live in
surrounding informal settlements.

It is important to note that, at a Senior Phase level, the Grade
7 Life Orientation curriculum contains a learning outcome
called “The World of Work” wherein learners are taught about
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different careers through lesson activities relating to career
fields as well as educated in the value of choosing a career
that fulfils an individual’s personal needs and potential. This
learning outcome also includes information on qualities
relating to each career field: work environment, activities,
opportunities and challenges (Department of Education
2011). In this sense, the curriculum teaches adolescents to
evaluate different careers; they, therefore, begin to ‘weigh up’
acceptable and unacceptable careers, as Gottfredson (1996)
has noted.

According to Arulmani (2011b), there is a growing need for
approaches to career guidance that serve individuals from
differing backgrounds and that resonate with these various
backgrounds. This transformation in approaches to career
guidance would include gaining knowledge about the ways
of life and the worldview of the community of the individual
to whom the career guidance is given (Arulmani 2011b).
Watson (2010) concurs with Arulmani (2011b) by stating that
one of the ways in which South Africa can move towards
a social justice perspective within career psychology in
developing countries would be to redefine the discipline
through instituting inclusivity and better access to career
guidance programmes (Watson 2010). An investigation of
the career aspirations of young people should usually begin
to lay the foundation for these types of career guidance
programmes to be implemented in primary schools.

Methodology
Research paradigm

Within the interpretivist paradigm, a qualitative research
approach was chosen for this research that acknowledges the
subjective meaning (De Vos & Strydom 2011) that primary
school children attribute to their career aspirations. The
research aims to capture aspects of the participants’ lives in
order to understand and interpret meaning (Henning, Van
Rensburg & Smit 2004).
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Research design

This research aimed to explore the career aspirations of
Grade 7 learners from a particular community school. A
generic qualitative design was, therefore, chosen. Central to a
generic qualitative research design, and using multiple data
collection methods, is the premise that individuals construct
reality in interaction with their social worlds. Consequently,
a generic qualitative design includes elements of description,
interpretation and understanding (Merriam 2009).

Data collection

Participants of this study included three Grade 7 male
learners, aged between 12 and 13 years, from an informal
settlement and attending a local community school in the
north of Johannesburg, Gauteng. They were part of 26
learners in a Grade 7 class and were selected to participate
in the research as they had already undergone scholastic
assessment conducted by the first researcher in 2013 when
they were in Grade 6. During this period, a rapport between
the participants and the first researcher was established.
Biographical information had been obtained for the
participants from interviews conducted with their parents in
2013 as part of the assessment process. Purposive sampling
was used. For the purposes of anonymity, we refer to them as
Participant A, Participant B and Participant C. A brief
background of each participant is provided in Figure 2.

As an integral part of the interpretivist approach to this
research, data were collected through collages, career
sociograms and a semi-structured group interview. Besides
triangulating data, the decision to use different media —
visual imageries (collages and sociograms) as well as verbal
descriptions (group interviews) of participants’ career
aspirations — was twofold. Firstly, as researchers in the field
of educational psychology, we believed that visual media
would allow the participants to express their sociocultural
backgrounds. In addition, they would be able to express their

| away when he was four years old. Participant C's mother works as a teacher assistant at a private school in the area. She also runs a small transport

Participant A lives in a nearby informal settlement with his mother and older brother. His mother and father separated when he was six years old.
His father works as a security guard and his mother has been employed as a domestic worker since participant A was four years old. Participant A’s
home language is tshiVenda; however Setswana, isiZulu and English are also spoken at home. He attended the community school for nine years. He
really enjoys dancing and playing soccer.

Participant B lives in the same informal settlement as participant A. He lives with his mother and younger brother and sister. Participant B’s
parents are separated and he does not often see his father. His mother and her partner are both currently unemployed. His biological father is a
security guard. Participant B’s home language is isiXhosa; however English is also spoken at home. Participant B has attended the community
school for eight years, since Grade R.

Participant C lives in a nearby informal settlement (different to that of Participants A and B) with his mother and younger sister. His father passed

business fetching children from school. His home language is isiZulu, although English is also spoken at home. Participant C has attended the
community school for nine years, since Grade 00. He is passionate about playing soccer.

FIGURE 2: Participants’ background information.

http://www.sajce.co.za . Open Access
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FIGURE 3: Participants’ sociograms and collages. (a) Participant A’s sociogram and collage. (b) Participant B’s sociogram and collage. (c) Participant C’s sociogram and

collage.

future career hopes and dreams in a creative art activity
that was informal and non-threatening. The collages and
sociograms (Figure 3) formed the basis for the semi-structured
group interview, which aimed to obtain specific information
by exploring participants” thoughts and interpretations of
their career aspirations. The group interview proved to be
particularly valuable because participants were able to hear
oneanother’s career hopes, which enabled a rich conversation.

Data analysis

Participants’” written descriptions as well as data from
group interviews in which they described their sociograms

http://www.sajce.co.za . Open Access

and collages were analysed using content analysis. An
inductive (‘bottom-up’) process of data analysis was
employed along with Creswell’s (2012:237) steps for data
analysis, which included the collection of data based
on the research question, the preparation and organisation
of data for analysis, reading through all the data, colour
coding the data, using the codes to generate themes,
identifying interrelated and interconnected themes and,
finally, interpreting the meaning of the identified themes.
The analysis of both the sociograms and collages and
the written descriptions revealed similar themes relating
to participants’ career aspirations and their experiences
as learners coming from contextually disadvantaged
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backgrounds in which career role models are lacking in
their day-to-day lives.

Trustworthiness and ethical considerations

At the start of this research, ethical clearance was granted
by the University of Johannesburg (South Africa), Clearance
Number: 2014-064. Following this, ethical standards
were adhered to based on the work of Babbie and Mouton
(2001). These included voluntary participation, no harm to
participants, anonymity and confidentiality, not deceiving
subjects, and accuracy of analysis and reporting.

Discussion of findings

The research explored the career aspirations of Grade
7 learners in a community school and its findings yielded
three main themes and seven sub-themes. The findings
indicate that the participants have definite career hopes and
dreams as indicated in Figure 4.

Career aspirations that seek to fulfil hopes and
dreams

In unpacking career aspirations relating to participants’
hopes and dreams, three sub-themes emerged: participants
valued future careers that would allow them independence
and autonomy; they hoped for careers that would afford
them better lifestyles and, finally, they aspired towards
lasting careers that are sustainable.

Aspiration towards a career that allows independence
and autonomy

When discussing the career hopes and dreams of the
participants it is necessary to bear their stage of development
in mind as this has a profound influence on their career
aspirations. As adolescents, all three participants aspire
towards a career that will give them independence and
autonomy. Independence can be understood as freedom
from the control of others and the autonomy to think, feel
and make decisions on one’s own (Russel & Bakken 2002).
Career aspirations are understood as a person’s hopes and
expectations of pursuing a career in a certain field (Flouri &

Theme 1: eSub-theme 1.1. Aspiration towards a career that allows
Career independence and autonomy
aspirations that *Sub-theme 1.2. Aspiration towards a career that affords
fulfil hopes and a better lifestyle

dreams eSub-theme 1.3. Aspiration towards a lasting career
Theme 2:
The role of eSub-theme 2.1. Family influence on career aspirations
family in shaping eSub-theme 2.2. Family members' admired
career characterisitics
aspirations
Theme 3:

eSub-theme 3.1. Perceived barries to career aspirations

. COUI‘ﬁ“g the eSub-theme 3.2. Overcoming perceived barriers to
cost" of career career aspirations
aspirations

FIGURE 4: Main and sub-themes that emerged from the analysis of the different
forms of data.
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Panourgia 2012; Nagengast & Marsh 2012) as well as the
outcome of pursuing a certain career. A phrase from Participant
A’s collage, ‘managing your own company’, with the word
‘own” handwritten by the participant, indicates that he does
not want to manage a company but to own his own company.
Participant B’s phrase ‘I have a dream’ on his collage suggests
that he has a dream for his future and that he is taking
ownership of his future career. Participant C’s phrase,
‘growing black enterprise’, and handwritten words ‘bright
ideas’ and ‘master mind’, relate the idea of empowerment and
growth to autonomy for black-owned businesses. They also
reveal the bright ideas he has for his future, indicating his
desire for independent thought. All of the collages contain
elements that reveal the aspiration towards a career that
allows for independence and autonomy. Of the collage,
Participant A said the following in the group interview: ‘Just
like managing your own company of computers and stuff’.
‘I want to do business. I want to own a business’. ... “Teacher, it’s
like managing your own company and owning your own
company and not working for someone else ... and working for
your own self and have employees, ja ... it's my biggest dream.’
(Participant A)

All of this directly relates to the notion of a career that allows
for independence and autonomy:.

According to Gottfredson’s (1996) stages of career
circumscription and compromise, the participants are
currently aware of an occupational hierarchy and are in the
process of evaluating which careers are socially acceptable
and which are not. Furthermore, in relation to Erikson’s
psychosocial stages of development, they are in the process
of forming a secure identity and are purposefully exploring
career options (Hook 2009). Ultimately, the formation of a
secure identity will assist the participants to settle on a
future career.

Aspiration towards a career that affords a better lifestyle

The participants’ desire for careers that would offer them a
better lifestyle was evident in a variety of data sources. In his
collage, Participant A posted pictures of two computers, a
Land Rover and a fancy house, revealing his yearning for a
luxurious, upper-class lifestyle. Under the picture of the
Land Rover and next to the picture of the house, the
participant pasted the phrase, ‘A home that defines you’,
which could mean that the home and other material
possessions that he hopes to acquire would be things that
would define who he is and perhaps give him status. There is
a sense here of his belief that external resources define who
he is as a person, indicating the idea of self-worth as linked to
one’s career. This participant currently lives in an informal
settlement and does not have much by way of material
possessions. Participant B, when explaining a picture of a
fancy lodge on his collage, said, “This here is a house that like
it’s an idea of what I want to do, I want to design my own
house’, whilst Participant C added in the interview, ‘I see
myself inventing the latest technology and having a nice big
house and the latest, fancy car’.
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The picture in the top left-hand corner of Participant B’s
collage shows a resort with a pool and a particularly
glamorous outside area. This picture may depict the lifestyle
that he hopes his career will one day afford him. Next to the
picture he has stuck the phrase, ‘A model life’, which,
considering this sub-theme may be a lifestyle that affords
him both external value (material possessions depicted also
by the pictures of the Land Rover and fancy house) and
internal means (financial peace of mind including the ability
to provide for his family). Participant B’s phrase, ‘your future
is created by what you do today, not tomorrow’, may indicate
that he is willing to work hard to create a future that will
mean a better life for him. This quote links to Bandura et al.’s
(2001) research on self-efficacy in that it suggests that the
participant has a belief in himself and his ability to produce a
desired outcome if he is proactive. Bandura et al. (2001)
maintain that self-efficacy is defined by an individual’s belief
in their ability to succeed in a specific situation and to
produce a desired outcome, which this participant displays
by including this phrase in his collage.

In explaining what would be a better lifestyle, Participant C
stated, ‘1 want a BMW and a Land Rover’; Participant
A added, ‘It’s like a home that satisfies you if at where you
live is fine for your life’. This sub-theme of aspiring towards
a better lifestyle links to Flouri and Panourgia’s (2012)
suggestion that primary school children’s career aspirations
may reflect their hope for the future rather than suggest
realistic possible careers. In other words, the participants’
hope for their future includes the accumulation of material
possessions that symbolise a better life rather than the
reality of a specific career choice. The participants’ desire for
fancy material possessions (afforded to them through their
future career) was influenced by their family backgrounds.
It was evident from the contrast between participants’
career aspirations and their families” current jobs that the
participants aspire to careers that will afford them a much
better lifestyle than they currently experience.

Aspiration towards a lasting career

Even though they are in primary school, the participants are
‘weighing up the odds’ of certain careers and ‘are not willing
to take” (Participant A) certain careers because of the concern
that they will end prematurely. Although all three participants
included pictures in their collages of soccer teams and
players, when asked if they would pursue soccer or sport as
a career one day their responses indicated reluctance because
of the belief that such a career would not last. This reluctance
is effectively encapsulated in Participant C’s response (with
which the other participants agreed) to the question of why
he would not choose to be a soccer player one day. He
answered:

‘That’s because like having winning careers, when you are done
with soccer, in soccer your career can end. After your career
ends, you must like maybe think of ideas that if your career ends
now you at least have some ideas like business and stuff, ja, so I
don’t choose soccer. I'm not willing to take it ... in case it ends.’
(Participant C)
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Later in the group interview, Participant B echoed Participant
A and C’s comments when he said, pointing again to the
picture of the boy kicking a soccer ball, a picture indicating a
sports career, ‘It’s just this one is too short’.

Although the participants in this study were relatively
young (12 and 13 years of age), it was evident that they were
already involved in a process of evaluating the security and
longevity of their future careers as entrances to a better
lifestyle. This was aptly summarised in the group interview
when Participant B responded:

‘Teacher I have learned that in life, with any career you must first
value [evaluate] it and see how long it is going to last ... and then
make a decision about whether you are taking it or leaving it.’
(Participant B)

These findings also correlate with Savickas (2003) and
Maree’s (2011) views thata career is an individual construction
intimately linked to a person’s life story. It would appear that
the research participants are not constructing their career
narratives based on those of their parents or family members.
Rather, they see their current circumstances as something to
overcome, which a successful career could enable.

The role of family in shaping career aspirations

The findings of this research confirm that families do indeed
influence an individual’s career aspirations. This outcome
corresponds with literature by Hartung et al. (1996) and
Watson et al. (2011), who state that career choice is not only
an individual process, but that it is also communal and
interpersonal. The data yielded two sub-themes, namely:
family influence on career aspirations and family members’
admired characteristics.

Family influence on career aspirations

Although none of the participants aspired to any of their
family members’ occupations, their family members had
encouraged them in one way or another to achieve their
dreams and cautioned them not to make the same mistakes
that they had made. Participant B pertinently captured his
family’s influence upon him when he stated:

‘What stood out for me is like they [his parents] told me like I
should work hard and get degrees so that I can achieve my
dream and don’t be the same like them.” (Participant B)

Participant A responded with, “They said I must not make the
same mistakes as they did’. He continued by saying;:

‘Both of them, they were actually achieving but something stood
in their way and I don’t know what. Yes, then they said it was a
mistake. They said they cannot stop me from living my life, but
they want me to know what is right and what is wrong, and
mistakes, like when you make a mistake, and I can ruin my life
by that mistake.” (Participant A)

When Participant C was asked if there are any family
members’ careers that he would like to follow, his response
was ‘T have no one’. There is congruency in this conversation
with Matsebatlela’s (1986, cited in Stead 1996) statement that
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there is a general expectation of children of parents who are
unskilled labourers or who are unemployed that they will
enter into careers that will provide a steady income and
bestow professional status.

Similar responses were noted in the participants’ sociograms,
which indicated that the participants’ parents’ current careers
played a role in shaping participants” desires to be different
and have independence and autonomy in their future careers.
An analysis of the sociogram indicated that Participant A
partly aspires to his father’s dream career of becoming a
soldier; however he does not want to become a security
guard. Participant B stated that he also aspires in some way
to his mother’s dream job of becoming a presenter. Participant
B mentioned that his oldest aunt is a domestic worker and he
does not aspire to that because it cannot support him.
Participant C mentioned that he does not aspire to a career in
teaching, which was his mother’s dream job. Participant C’s
father’s dream job was to own a printing company and
Participant C, along with the other two participants, also
aspires to own a company one day. For Participant C, the
memory of his father, who is deceased, and his father’s dream
of owning a company, is likely to have influenced his own
aspiration.

Although Gottfredson’s (1996) theory of circumscription and
compromise asserts that children from low socioeconomic
backgrounds do not aspire to hold more prestigious careers
than their parents or significant caregivers because they
fear failure and separation from their families, the findings
of this research contradict this assertion. The participants
in this research appear to aspire towards careers that hold
more prestige than those of their parents or close family
members. From an African perspective, Nsamenang (1992)
states that the development of the self is inextricably linked
to community, culture and the fulfilment of certain key roles.
Family, therefore, plays a significant role in the career
aspirations of the participants in this study.

Family members’ admired characteristics

Although none of the participants aspire to any of their
family members’ current careers, it was clear, particularly
during the group interview, that they admire certain
family members’ personal characteristics. These ‘character
qualities” appear to have inspired the participants to reach
their career aspirations, despite obstacles that may stand
in their way. Although Participant A was not particularly
forthcoming in the group interview with regard to this
sub-theme, Participants B and C made some interesting
comments that highlighted the specific characteristics of
family members that they admire. In explaining what he
admires about his aunt, for example, Participant B said:

‘Like she is the second born of my grandmother and she chose to
go on no matter what. Yes and all of them in my family they
didn’t have a chance to go to school, but some did, so my aunt
did not but she made something and um now she has bought a
car and she is in Cosmo and she works here at Lifestyle.”
(Participant B)
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It is evident that whilst Participant B does not want his aunt’s
career, he admires her determination and perseverance
through difficult circumstances to get to where she is today.
Participant C stated that he admires certain characteristics in
his mother and said, ‘Because she worked hard, Teacher,
because she worked hard to be where she is today’. This
participant has confirmed that what he admires about his
mother’s career is not the actual job that she does but rather
her perseverance and effort. This relates to the notion of
personhood as described by Nsamenang (1992) in his theory
of human development: as adolescents are immersed in the
world of the emerging adult, so they learn certain ways of
being through observing the behaviour of those within their
community. They observe qualities such as determination,
responsibility and perseverance despite hardship, which
they attempt to emulate and which form part of their future
career aspirations.

All three participants identified one or more family members
that they particularly admired for showing qualities such
as determination, a good work ethic and gratitude. The
participants showed awareness of their admiration in
statements such as:

‘Tam growing up in a family that wants his or her child to achieve
their goals and persevere and not do the mistakes they’ve done’
(Participant B), and, ‘My background has influenced me to look
where I came from and focus on the future’ (Participant C).

Although research by McWhirter, Hackett and Bandalos
(1998, cited in Patton & Creed 2007) found that lower
socioeconomic status correlated with a perceived lack of
parental support that negatively affected the attainment of
career aspirations, it would appear that participants in this
research, all from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, perceive
support and encouragement from their parents in attaining
their future career dreams.

Counting the ‘cost’ of career aspirations

It became evident in the analysis of the data that the
participants are aware of potential barriers to achieving their
career aspirations. They therefore experience ‘anticipatory
compromise’ (Gottfredson 1981). Findings thus show that the
participants have a fairly nuanced understanding of what it
is going to take for them to achieve their career aspirations.
Furthermore, they possess a determination to work towards
their future career goals in spite of the barriers they might
encounter, and this illustrates that they have what Arulmani
terms ‘persistence beliefs” (2011a:25). The research elicited
two sub-themes: perceived barriers to career aspirations and
overcoming perceived barriers to career aspirations.

Perceived barriers to career aspirations

The participants perceive that the main barrier to achieving
their career dreams is money, an understandable perception
given their impoverished living circumstances. In his collage,
Participant C included a picture of a man walking along a
path with a briefcase in his hand; to the left of the path is a
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bear with a bucket of money in front of it from which it is
eating. In thinking about barriers to career aspirations, this
picture could indicate that the bear symbolises barriers (or
simply an overt threat) to the participant’s career aspirations.
The ‘bear’ or barrier could take the form of money, resources
or poverty, for instance. When asked if he could think of any
‘bears’ that might try and ‘eat up” his career dream, Participant
C responded with:

‘Ja, it’s like someone who like who doesn’t want you to succeed
and blocking all your ways and starting your business you need
to have money and buy equipment that’s another trouble thing.’
(Participant C)

Participant B responded to the notion of money as a barrier
by saying;:
‘Um ... money. ... Like when I go to university, like some people,
like they can’t afford, couldn’t afford to go to university. So if it’s
too much for my family, so I won’t have to go, so I will make a
plan.” (Participant B)

Literature by McGrath and Akoojee (2007), Arulmani
(2011b) and Watson et al. (2011) indicates that poverty and
socioeconomic status are obstacles to the development
of children’s career aspirations and the continuity of their
education. Participants are aware of this barrier and its
likelihood to affect the attainment of their career dreams.

Overcoming perceived barriers to career aspirations

Key elements in the data sets spoke pertinently to the sub-
theme of overcoming perceived barriers to career aspirations.
In his collage, Participant B included three phrases which
speak of being proactive and overcoming obstacles, such as,
‘your future is created by what you do today, not tomorrow’.
‘Thave a dream’ relates to having a vision for the future that
will help when times are tough and when there are obstacles
in the way. Finally, the word ‘ahead’” may indicate a sense
of pushing onwards and persevering despite hardships.
Participant C’s collage includes the statement ‘The hunger
made me stronger’. This could relate to a tenacity and drive
for a career (a career dream) that keeps a person strong when
times are tough and when barriers to career dreams and
goals need to be overcome.

Alluding to overcoming perceived career barriers, Participant
B said, ‘I am going to achieve my career by not just saying
but also by acting and trying to do what I like’. In addition,
Participant C stated:

‘I've learnt that I have a future and I have to work for it. I also
know that I should not back down now because if I do it will be
a disappointment.” (Participant C)

Furthermore, it would appear that the participants’ family
members have encouraged them to overcome potential
barriers to their career dreams. This was evident when
Participant A stated:

‘What stood out for me is like they [his parents] told me I should

work hard and get degrees so that I can achieve my dream and
don’t be the same like them.” (Participant A)
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The participants show a realistic understanding of what it is
going to take to see their career aspirations become a reality
and they are aware that ‘there are no shortcuts to making
money’, as stated by Participant B.

From this discussion, it is evident that although all the
participants perceive money to be the most prominent barrier
to the fulfilment of their career dreams, they all display key
characteristics of resilience (Ungar 2012, cited in Maree & Di
Fabio 2015). These include active agency, flexibility, the
ability to take advantage of situations, and the ability to
reflect on themselves, all of which are significant for seeing
their career aspirations fulfilled.

Concluding remarks

This research explored the career aspirations of Grade
7 learners in a community school. The study highlighted the
different factors that played a role in shaping the career
aspirations of the three participants. Most of the responses
indicated a positive disposition towards future career hopes
and dreams. The findings are encouraging because the
participants expressed a desire to reach their career goals and
to make a difference in their future roles as citizens despite
their current circumstances and experiences as adolescents.
Although the study reveals only the ‘tip of the iceberg’ in
terms of responding to the gap in research of this kind, its
strength lies in its potential to guide further research and to
inform contextually relevant career guidance interventions in
primary schools. We therefore recommend that, apart from
an isolated module as part of Life Orientation, structured and
regular career interventions be introduced in primary
schools, particularly for Grade 7 learners throughout their
final year of primary school. We further recommend the
design of a structured technical-vocational course, to be
implemented as early as in Grade 7, that equips learners with
the necessary skills for entrepreneurship.

It is hoped that this research will form part of the advancement
of career education in South African primary schools and
particularly in marginalised communities where the need
for research into career development is so great. This is an
approach to career counselling in which we personally believe
and we consider that it would go a long way to benefitting
the majority of learners in South Africa who, like the
participants in this study, cannot afford the expensive services
of professionals such as career counsellors and psychologists.
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