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Understanding the career aspirations
of primary school students, with a
specific focus on First Nations
students

Introduction

Both in Australia and internationally, research on the career aspirations of school-aged children
predominantly focuses on secondary, rather than primary, students (Gore et al., 2015). Recent
studies in the UK, however, have recognised the importance of understanding the nascent career
aspirations of primary-aged children (see Chambers et al., 2018; Flouri & Panourgia, 2012;
Hughes et al., 2022; Kashefpakdel et al., 2019; Percy & Amegah, 2021). Much of this literature is
related to careers in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) and/or focuses on
gender-based career preferences and workforce characteristics (see Archer et al., 2013; Broadley,
2015; Caspi et al., 2023; Wieselmann et al., 2020).

More specifically, research on the career aspirations of First Nations students is limited, even with
regards to secondary school-aged students (Laffernis, 2018). In the Australian context, the broader
literature on First Nations students tends to explore ways to improve attendance and achievement
for Indigenous secondary students — longstanding challenges in the Australian education system
(see Behrendt et al., 2012; Gray & Beresford, 2008; Helme, 2007; Yunkaporta & McGinty, 2009) —
rather than consider career aspirations. In terms of careers education policy and resources, most
publications target mainstream secondary students in general, especially those in Years 10-12, and
have not specifically addressed the needs of minority students (Lichtenberg & Smith, 2009).

This literature review begins with a broad overview of what we know about the career aspirations
of primary school students. We then consider the literature that has a specific focus on First
Nations students. Throughout this literature review, we have used the term ‘First Nations’ to
describe Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples of Australia, except when the authors of
cited papers use the terms ‘Indigenous’ or ‘Aboriginal’.

Primary school children and career aspirations

In recent years, the notion that primary school-aged children might already be forming ideas about
their career aspirations has become more prevalent in the literature (College & Ambrose, 2021;
Davenport & Padwick, 2023; Flouri et al., 2014; So et al., 2022; Wahl| & Blackhurst, 2000). While
research that investigates the career aspirations of children might not be able to predict the careers
these young people will eventually pursue, it can tell us something about how they perceive the
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world of adult work (Chambers et al., 2018) and the possible futures available to them. Career
education in primary school can therefore provide an opportunity for exploring motivations,
pathways and options (Gore et al., 2015) and a foundation for more extensive exploration in the
post-primary years (Hughes & Kashefpakdel, 2019).

Studies of the development of children’s career aspirations began after the second world war. Eli
Ginzberg (1952), an early investigator into the development of career aspirations, claimed that
career aspirations before the age of 11 were based on fantasy. However, more recent studies have
questioned this hypothesis, observing that children as young as eight (Trice, 1991) and nine years
old (Gore et al., 2015; Trice & Greer, 2016) hold career aspirations that align with real careers. The
career aspirations of young children are often similar to those they have in later childhood (Trice &
Greer, 2016) and into early adulthood (Hughes & Kashefpakdel, 2019).

While these aspirations are often based on gender stereotypes (Gottfredson, 1981), they can
sometimes be strongly related to parental occupations (Trice & Greer, 2016). For Gottfredson
(1981), gender self-concept occurs between 6 and 8 years, and self-concepts about social class
and ability are consolidated around ages 9-13. These self-concepts lead individuals to seek
occupations that are “compatible with their images of themselves” (Gottfredson, 1981, p. 546) and
some careers are ruled out because they are perceived as inaccessible. More recent theories
focus less on the individual personality, but take into account the influence of gender, race, culture,
social class, socio-economic status (SES) and disability (Trice & Greer, 2016). By the age of 13,
children have begun to rule out, or circumscribe, particular careers based on their perceptions of
what is appropriate for their gender, ability or social-economic circumstance, therefore foreclosing
their potentialities in those careers (Gutman & Akerman, 2008).

The benefits of career education for primary-aged children are multiple. Career education supports
children to broaden their horizons, overcome stereotypical ideas about careers and become more
motivated to learn (Chambers et al., 2018; Percy & Amegah, 2021). For example, by the age of
ten, many girls have already decided that science might be fun but that a science career is not for
them (Archer et al., 2013). Family socio-economic status (SES) can also influence aspirations as
children are often exposed to fewer employment options if they come from lower SES
circumstances (Gomez, 2014). One British study showed that aspirations of White primary-school
aged boys from low-SES families are more likely to be influenced by parents’ level of education
and income than those from higher SES families (Flouri et al., 2014). Parental aspirations can drive
children’s “academic, social, and self-regulatory efficacy, raise their aspirations, and promote their
scholastic achievements” (Bandura et al., 2001, p. 198). Considering the range of societal
influences already impacting children’s perceptions of careers, it is important to begin exploration
of careers at this early stage, even if decision making comes later (Kashefpakdel et al., 2018).

Aspirations occur within a system of ideas produced by a particular cultural context, where what
children imagine as possible is shaped by socio-cultural norms (Appadurai, 2004). For some
children in disadvantaged communities conceptions about work, cultural stereotypes or even
media headlines have the potential to influence their occupational identities (Hughes et al., 2022).
For example, in some Indigenous communities “perceptions of what is attainable are limited by
external factors that seem to impede Indigenous students imagining (as a basis for shaping and
creating) their preferred futures” (Craven, et al., 2003, p13). However, career education can
empower children to understand previously unknown opportunities. Learning about careers in
primary school can help to prevent issues such as disengagement, diminished aspirations and low
cultural capital once students reach secondary education (College & Ambrose, 2021). The
formation of career aspirations also has the potential to moderate student behaviour (Flouri &
Pangouria, 2012). When primary-school aged students are aware of connections between
academic achievement and future endeavours, this can be a motivating factor for academic
performance (Hughes & Kashefpakdel, 2019; Knight, 2015). Career education can also improve
confidence as students move from primary to secondary school, with young people who have
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participated in career education activities showing both improved teamwork and independence and
a better understanding of the link between education, qualifications, and careers (Wade et al.,
2010).

Career education activities for primary school-aged children can start from the first year of school
but need to be appropriate for students’ particular age group (College & Ambrose, 2021;
Kashefpakdel et al., 2018). Career education elements might be embedded in existing lessons,
enabling students to make connections between careers and what they learn in the curriculum
without adding to the teacher’s workload (College & Ambrose, 2021). External organisations and
employers might also provide career education (Kashefpakdel et al., 2018). Engagement with role
models from local workplaces can show children how their classroom learning might be applied in
the real world and also challenge assumptions about particular occupations (Hughes &
Kashefpakdel, 2019; Mann et al., 2018; Percy & Amegah, 2021). Exploration of why students are
drawn to particular careers might support students to find careers that have similar ‘payoffs’ but
that they had not considered. For example, girls, who are more likely than boys to pick careers with
altruistic characteristics, might not have considered that as an engineer they could help solve
problems and support people in the community (Gore et al., 2015).

Research on the career aspirations of First Nations primary students is scant. In general, studies
focusing on First Nations students are more likely to focus on improving ‘success’ in education
(see Gray & Beresford, 2008; Guenther et al., 2015; Martin et al., 2021; Osbourne & Guenther,
2013) or on aspirations for higher education (see Gore et al., 2017; Hossain et al., 2008; Harwood
et al., 2015), rather than on career aspirations.

In the absence of literature with a specific focus on First Nations primary school students, literature
on First Nations secondary school students’ educational experiences and career aspirations offers
a useful starting point. A consultation project aiming to determine the type of career education
available to Indigenous young people found that lack of funding, limited staff, discomfort with the
school system and remoteness hindered career support (Lichtenberg & Smith, 2009). Research
has shown that Indigenous girls show a preference for jobs held by family members (Helme, 2010).
One study, based in the Northern Territory, explored the aspirations of young women in a remote
Indigenous community and found that lack of choice and role models, and acceptance of the
perpetuation of community norms, limited the young women’s capacity to choose novel careers
(Senior & Chenhall, 2010). In another study in the East Kimberley barriers such as low literacy,
lack of transport and appropriate housing, racism and lack of culturally appropriate opportunities
impeded educational and employment aspirations (Walker et al., 2008). For Indigenous children
living in urban areas, sportspeople are often the only visible role models of ‘success’ (Wallace,
2023) with one study indicating that Indigenous children aspire to sport related careers above any
other (Eather et al., 2020).

The 2012 Review of higher education access and outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people (known colloquially as the Behrendt Report) found that although many Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people aspired to higher education, the proportion of such aspirants was
generally lower than in the general population (Behrendt et al., 2012). A 2001 program to develop
Aboriginal students’ career aspirations was based on similar assumptions (Lowe & Tassone, 2001),



as was an earlier research study aiming to foreground better service delivery of career education to
Indigenous students (Crump, 2001). However, more recent studies unsettle this finding, asserting
that Indigenous students have similar aspirations for higher education as non-Indigenous students
(Gore et al., 2017; Bond et al., 2020).

The Behrendt report attributed the apparent 'lower’ aspirations for higher education of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander students to them being taught to have negative views of their academic
ability and therefore having reduced confidence in their capability (Behrendt et al., 2012). Low
achievement and teachers’ low expectations of Indigenous students are frequently referred to in
the literature (Behrendt et al., 2012; Craven & Magson, 2014; Gray & Beresford, 2008; James et
al., 2008; Martin et al., 2021). Public discourse and historical conditioning have contributed to
deficit accounts of Indigenous achievement (Sarra et al., 2018). In particular, Chesters et al. (2009)
assert that a “failure discourse shapes the school and tertiary transition experience for the majority
of Indigenous students, regardless of their capabilities and aspirations” (p. 26). One study found
that teachers’ low expectations of Indigenous students were “drummed in,” but these teachers
could not pinpoint the source of such attitudes and believed they might be “communicated
informally through the curriculum, the school design and the organisational structure” (Yunkaporta
& McGinty, 2009, p. 69, 70). Such deficit attitudes become a social justice issue as the existence
and limited understanding of teachers’ low expectations of First Nations students perpetuate
inequity in education and employment (Arthur, 2019).

Bond et al. (2020) suggest that to counter a deficit narrative, it is necessary to “return to the
philosophical ideals of education as emancipatory, and Indigeneity as capable” (p. 160). This
means moving away from the ‘close the gap’ mentality that has been pervasive in the Australian
education system and towards the employment of Indigenous intellectual sovereignty to effect
change (Bond et al., 2020). Many in First Nations communities remain confident in the capability of
their children. In one study, Indigenous mothers in a Western Australian community were found to
have high expectations for their children, but some perceived the education system to be
inappropriate and socially exclusionary (Lette et al., 2009). First Nations mothers have been shown
to have a significant positive influence on their children’s aspirations for and completion of
undergraduate degrees (Santoro, 2010). In a more recent study, parents of Indigenous students
maintained high expectations of their children throughout their education, even as teachers’
expectations declined over the course of their students’ education (Peacock et al., 2020). This
finding suggests that barriers to aspiration are rooted in established Westernised systems rather
than in the attitudes of First Nations people themselves. When the education system understands
and values Indigenous perspectives, there is greater potential for engagement and achievement of
Indigenous students (Lette et al., 2009).

In this light, all students, including those who are Indigenous, have a right to effective career
education and support, which should begin in primary school (Chesters et al., 2009). However, the
nature of that career education must be carefully considered. If it is exactly the same as that
provided for non-Indigenous students, it risks perpetuating Indigenous disadvantage as cultural
differences are neglected (Chesters et al., 2009). From a social justice perspective, it is essential



that career education meets the needs of diverse populations and is culturally responsive (Yates &
Bruce, 2017). The diversity and heterogeneity of First Nations cultures should be kept in mind
(Laffernis, 2018), with location-specific information sought from the local community (Crump, 2001;
Lichtenberg & Smith, 2009). Because the aspirations of young people are formed in their social
context, the possibilities available to them are modified by their experiences and environment
(Gutman & Akerman, 2008). It is imperative, therefore, to “consider the nuances that exist from the
crossover of different aspects of identity including gender, social class, ethnicity, religion,
immigration, disability status, and sexual orientation that create individual unique experiences”
(Gutman & Akerman, 2008, p. v). For example, Indigenous youth come from a variety of social
backgrounds (Patfield et al., 2022), and Indigenous girls’ educational and career aspirations differ
from those of Indigenous boys (Sikora & Biddle, 2015).

In many First Nations communities “local people retain epistemologies, ontologies, axiologies and
cosmologies that differ vastly from the Western neo-liberal norms that inform mainstream
education and the broader community” (Osborne & Guenther, 2013, p. 90). In some communities,
this renders Indigenous and Western education systems irreconcilable (Nakata, 2007). First
Nations experiences are complex and multifarious, meaning that traditional Western trajectories
are not always appropriate (Nelson & Hay, 2010). While for some Indigenous youth, aspirations for
higher education and professional careers are a normalised pathway (Patfield et al., 2022), this is
not true for all. Mainstream assumptions based on the logic that “parents need to get their children
to school, teachers need to get the students to learn, and young people emerging from the
education conveyor belt need to get themselves a job,” might sometimes be inappropriate
(Osbourne & Guenther, 2013, p. 93). The nature of any intervention must be guided by the belief
system and attitudes of a particular culture towards career pathways (Kharkongor & Albert, 2014).

Career education for First Nations students of any age must be culturally relevant (Austin et al.,
2020). In some communities, there is an absence of conceptual support for notions of career and
success. Terms such as ‘aspiration’ and ‘success’ do not have equivalents in some Indigenous
languages (Osbourne & Gunther, 2013), and some cultural groups do not have a word for ‘career’
(Kharkongor & Albert, 2014). In the Gamilaraay worldview, for example, outcomes are inseparable
from a journey or process (Yunkaporta & McGinty, 2009), rendering measurable markers of
success in a Western worldview insufficient or irrelevant. Standardised testing (such as
progressive achievement tests) might not capture the “true determinants of education within an
Indigenous framework” (Anderson et al., 2017, p. 278). Narrow conceptualisations of aspiration
which valorise academic success and university degrees ignore the structural factors that might
impede young Indigenous Australians (Harwood et al., 2015). Guenther et al. (2015) call for
alternative indicators of success and narratives of aspiration that are meaningful in local
community contexts.

Delivery of career education for First Nations students is likely to be most effective when provided
by culturally appropriate role models and mentors (Austin et al., 2020) and, if possible, by a local
Indigenous person (Kharkongor & Albert, 2014). For non-Indigenous practitioners, cultural
competence must be prioritised (Kharkongor & Albert, 2014; Laffernis, 2018; Lichtenberg & Smith,
2009). Including First nations parents, families and communities in career education activities can
contribute to their success (Curtis et al., 2012; Helme, 2010; Kharkongor & Albert, 2014; Kinnane
et al., 2014; Lowe & Tassone, 2001). Aboriginal Education Workers (AEWs) can also facilitate the
creation of culturally safe schools and appropriate pedagogy that support Indigenous children
(Peacock & Prehn, 2019). Inclusion of culture and leadership in one career education program was
seen as important in increasing engagement in secondary school (Kinnane et al., 2014).

Data from the Longitudinal Study of Indigenous Children (LSIC) found that First Nations children
who feel comfortable with their Indigeneity are more likely to aspire to complete secondary school
(Peacock & Guerzoni, 2022). If positive Aboriginal identity self-concepts were maximised by the
education system, alienation and lack of engagement from that system could be tackled, with
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improved achievement a potential outcome (Craven et al., 2014). Confidence in their Indigeneity
supports children to develop competence and to formulate and pursue aspirations (Peacock &
Guerzoni, 2022). Important to note is that Indigenous identity is not a singular entity. The
perpetuation of a pan-Aboriginal identity present within, for example, the NSW education system, is
detrimental to children’s self-concept and has the potential to generate further disadvantage
(Wallace, 2023). For some, the failure of education systems to maximise Indigenous children’s self-
concept of their Indigeneity and academic ability is at the root of all “problem([s] plaguing Aboriginal
children — alienation from school, high rates of absenteeism, non-enjoyment of school, significant
under-achievement, reduced educational and career aspirations, youth depression and suicide,
conceptions about employment prospects and inability to secure rewarding, productive careers”
(Craven & Parente, 2003 in Craven & Magson, 2014, p. 29).

Despite clear indications from the literature that career education for First Nations students should
be culturally relevant and delivered by culturally competent practitioners, Federal Government
policy fails to acknowledge this. For instance, in 2010, the Ministerial Council for Education, Early
Childhood Development and Youth Affairs (MCEECDYA) produced their Australian Blueprint for
Career Development, a framework for the delivery of career education for young people and
adults. However, despite acknowledging that personal and cultural values influence career
opportunities, the document provides no specialised guidance for First Nations people. In 2013, the
Department of Employment, Education and Workplace Relations released the National Career
Development Strategy, which again offered no guidance specific to First Nations people. And in
2019, the Department of Education and Training (DET) produced Future Ready: A Student
Focused National Career Education Strategy. One of its six stated objectives was to meet the
needs of all students including enabling possibilities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students (DET, 2019), yet no detail was provided of how this might be achieved.

This literature review highlights the lack of attention that has been paid to the specific career
education needs of First Nations primary school students. Our overview of the career aspirations of
primary school children indicates: the importance of beginning career education early; adopting a
social justice approach that supports the development of students’ First Nations identities and
recognises their capabilities; avoiding the essentialisation of First Nations identity; creating career
education that is not prescriptive; and, capitalising on the capacity of First Nations family and
community, thereby ensuring career education is culturally appropriate and considers local
contexts and needs.
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