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An extensive body of research exists on the background characteristics that predict learner achievement. However, in South 

Africa, little attention has been paid to the level of educational aspirations and the factors that shape the level of aspirations. 

Using a bio-ecological systems theory of development, we explored the role of gender, socio-economic status (determined by 

resources at home and school), parental involvement and school climate in determining educational aspirations. Using a 

nationally representative sample of 11,969 learners (females = 5,248; mean age = 15.7 years) from the Trends in International 

Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and the statistical analysis technique of structural equation modelling (SEM), we 

investigated the relationships between parental involvement, school climate and learner educational aspirations. Our study 

showed that students from low socio-economic status (SES) homes and schools had lower educational aspirations. We also 

found positive relationships between both positive and negative school climate and learner aspirations. A surprising finding 

was that parental involvement did not have any influence on shaping learner aspirations. The findings indicate a need to 

improve educational resources at schools as well as the school climate, as schools matter for learners in low-income countries. 

Furthermore, it is important to inform learners of the requirements for tertiary education, so that they develop more realistic 

aspirations. 
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Introduction 

Educational aspirations reflect the educational goals that individuals set for themselves (Fraser & Garg, 2011). 

Learner aspirations are key to the improvement of psychological well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000), primarily 

because aspirations are related to the experience of self-esteem (overall evaluation of an individual’s worth) and 

self-efficacy (belief in one’s ability). The role of learner educational aspirations is a growing area of interest in 

the field of education and policy research, which is targeted at improving learner outcomes (Gore, Holmes, Smith, 

Southgate & Albright, 2015; Shumba & Naong, 2012). A number of variables including the school context, learner 

attitudes, parental involvement, social support (Wilson & Somhlaba, 2016), school commitment (Kisilu, Kimani 

& Kombo, 2012), peer interaction (Berzin, 2010), economic status, race, and gender all play different roles in the 

shaping of learner educational aspirations (Gemici, Bednarz, Karmel & Lim, 2014; Khattab, 2015; Shumba & 

Naong, 2012). 

While there is a growing body of research related to understanding learner achievement (Cai, Mok, Reddy 

& Stacey, 2016), our understanding of learner expectations in South Africa is limited. The Trends in International 

Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) investigated learner educational expectations. The responses provided 

by Grade 9 learners reflected surprisingly high aspirations, with 54.8% aspiring to complete a post graduate 

degree; 11.2% aspiring to complete a bachelor’s or honour’s degree; 16.2% aspiring to complete a tertiary 

certificate or diploma; 14.2% aspiring to finish upper secondary school; and 3.7% aspiring to complete lower 

secondary school. South African learner aspirations are of the highest of all countries that participated in TIMSS 

2015 (Mullis, Martin, Foy & Hooper, 2016) and worthy of further exploration of how such aspirations are shaped. 

 
Conceptual Framework 

Theoretical stances aimed at understanding learner educational aspirations have tapped into historical, 

environmental and personal variables that might influence aspirations (Berzin, 2010; Khattab, 2015; Korhonen, 

Tapola, Linnanmäki & Aunio, 2016). While historical theoretical lenses have looked at race and how learners 

from economically disadvantaged groups in South Africa differ from their counterparts (Khattab, 2015), personal 

variables also contribute to level of aspiration, including attitudes, gender roles and expectations (Korhonen et al., 

2016). The interplay of personal and environmental factors within this historical system underlies the bio-

ecological perspective of development (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Rojas-Drummond, 2016). Individual attributes, 

the micro-system (home and school), and the interaction of these elements demonstrate the role that different 

systems play in the positive development of an individual. The main thrust of the bio-ecological systems theory 

is that there is a need to look beyond the individual and extend our understanding of human behaviour to 

environmental factors that may play a salient part in a person’s health (McLaren & Hawe, 2005). This theory also 

espouses that there is a link and a form of interdependence between individuals and their context (McLaren &  
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Hawe, 2005) as well as an interaction between time, 

person, and processes (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). 

These processes are dependent on the characteristics 

of the individual, the environment and the develop-

mental outcomes. In this study, we explore gender 

as an individual characteristic that interacts with en-

vironmental factors such as home resources and 

school climate. In line with Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) 

theorising, we conceptualised learner aspirations as 

being determined by the individual’s characteristics, 

the micro-systems of the home and school, and the 

interaction of both systems. 

Relatedly, the self-system theory suggests that 

there is interaction between contextual characteris-

tics and an individual’s feelings of autonomy and 

competence (Connell & Wellborn, 1991). Accord-

ingly, feelings of competence (belief in one’s abil-

ity) will determine the kind of aspirations learners 

set for themselves. Following from this theoretical 

framework, the home and school provide learners 

with an opportunity to engage in different educa-

tional activities. In addition, the experience of the 

activity and the quality of interaction between learn-

ers and their parents at home and with the school fur-

nishes adolescents with information about them-

selves in terms of their competency to fulfil personal 

goals (Skinner & Wellborn, 1994). It is against this 

background that we sought to explore the role of the 

home and school in the development of learner edu-

cational aspirations in the South African context us-

ing the Trends in International Mathematics and Sci-

ence Study South Africa dataset (TIMSS-SA). 

 
Literature Review 
Gender and home resources 

Personal variables commonly associated with 

learner educational aspirations include gender and 

socio-economic status (Khattab & Modood, 2018; 

Korhonen et al., 2016). The TIMSS Hong Kong da-

taset showed that Grade 8 girls (aged 14 years) had 

higher educational aspirations than boys (Guo, 

Marsh, Parker, Morin & Yeung, 2015). Similar find-

ings were found among rural adolescents in Grades 

9 to 12 in the United States of America (Meece, 

Askew, Agger, Hutchins & Byun, 2014). Zuze, 

Reddy, Juan, Visser, Winnaar and Hannan (2015) 

found that girls generally expressed greater motiva-

tion about their academic prospects compared to 

boys. Girls in fee-paying schools were particularly 

optimistic about their educational prospects. Meece 

et al. (2014) suggest that the recent breakdown in so-

cial and structural barriers for girls might explain 

their higher level of aspirations. Watson, McMahon, 

Foxcroft and Els (2010) differentiate between vari-

ous types of occupational aspirations along gender 

dimensions. The authors intimated that black South 

African boys between 11 and 13 years from low so-

cio-economic backgrounds in the Eastern Cape as-

pired to more investigative type occupations, while 

girls were interested in more social occupations. 

Apart from gender, SES has been identified as 

a predictor of learner educational aspirations. The 

TIMSS datasets on the demographic characteristics 

of learners, measures (among other items) socio-

economic status in terms of resources to which a 

learner has access at home and at school. Research 

in Australia has revealed that learners from low SES 

homes tend to be poorly represented at higher edu-

cation institutions (Gale & Parker, 2013); this is be-

cause the life opportunities (that determine aspira-

tions) available to learners from low SES homes 

tends to be lower. However, some authors argue that 

the role of SES in shaping aspirations in earlier 

schooling years is not clear (Gale, Parker, Rodd, 

Stratton & Sealey, 2013; Gore et al., 2015), and that 

further research in this area is required. Gale, Parker, 

Rodd, et al. (2013) found that there were no appre-

ciable differences in educational aspirations be-

tween students from low SES and middle SES back-

grounds. Gore et al. (2015) argue that SES is mod-

erately related to views of occupational prestige (a 

measure of educational aspirations) with higher SES 

students in Australia expressing interest in more 

prestigious occupations. However, the difference 

between the mean scores for educational aspirations 

among both low SES and high SES groups was rel-

atively small. The authors explained that the result 

does not suggest that SES is not important for aspi-

rations, but rather that the financial status of learners 

from low SES could serve as a motivating factor to 

set higher aspirations. 

Generally, disadvantaged groups have lower 

aspirations (St Clair & Benjamin, 2011). In South 

Africa, the academic ambitions of learners in no-fee 

schools (a proxy for low socio-economic status) 

seem to lie at the extremes. On the one hand, one in 

five learners had low academic aspirations, with 5% 

planning to end their academic careers at Grade 9 

level; 16% planning to complete their education at 

Grade 12 level. On the other hand, a surprising 34% 

of learners in no-fee schools aimed to complete a 

doctoral degree (Zuze, Reddy, Visser, Winnaar & 

Govender, 2017). To provide better insight, this pre-

liminary analysis necessitates further exploration of 

the relationship between home resources (and school 

SES) and learner aspirations. 

 
Parental involvement and school climate 

Research has shown that learner educational aspira-

tions are grounded in current learning experiences 

(Wilson & Somhlaba, 2016), with these being influ-

enced by a number of factors, including school cli-

mate and parental involvement in the learner’s life 

(Bojuwoye, Moletsane, Stofile, Moolla & Sylvester, 

2014). The home and school environments are cru-

cial because learners spend the majority of their time 

in both of these environments, and these are the pri-

mary environments where support for learning is 

needed. Mashau (2000) indicates that schools have 

a responsibility to create a supportive environment 



 South African Journal of Education, Volume 40, Number 2, May 2020 3 

 

in which the uniqueness of each learner is appreci-

ated, and the curriculum is designed to meet each 

learner’s specific educational needs. The school cli-

mate has implications for achievement, learning ex-

periences, self-efficacy and the learner’s outlook on 

their future trajectory, because it is not only instruc-

tional in nature, but also a social domain (Rubie-Da-

vies, Peterson, Sibley & Rosenthal, 2015; Walkey, 

McClure, Meyer & Weir, 2013). Moreover, types of 

interactions with peers and teachers can motivate 

learners to be more engaged (Hynds, Averill, Hindle 

& Meyer, 2017), which could, in turn, predict aspi-

ration level. 

Mashau, Steyn, Van der Walt and Wolhuter 

(2008) argue that school support, including material 

resources, academic mentoring, and the school’s 

psychological and social work services, should be 

directed towards specific learner needs to improve 

their school experience. Bojuwoye et al. (2014) con-

firmed these findings in a study done in the Western 

Cape province in South Africa, noting that the pro-

vision of books, teachers’ supportive behaviour, and 

peer mentoring served as resources for learning 

among primary and high school learners. Supportive 

behaviour from fellow learners was also highlighted. 

Using the TIMSS data for 14- and 15-year-olds 

across 12 countries, Buchmann and Dalton (2002) 

reveal that the individuals with whom learners inter-

act play an important role in shaping their educa-

tional aspirations. Another TIMSS study done with 

14- and 15-year-olds from 28 countries revealed that 

the school environment in which the young person 

develops also has an influence on educational aspi-

rations (Dupriez, Monseur, Van Campenhoudt & 

Lafontaine, 2012). The institutional actions that re-

move barriers to learning have the potential to in-

crease learners’ self-esteem and aspirations in the 

educational domain (Bojuwoye et al., 2014, Mashau 

et al., 2008). This is because the support experienced 

has the potential to foster a sense of agency and to 

determine routes to achieving educational and ca-

reer-oriented goals (Snyder, 2000). 

As indicated, parental involvement in a 

learner’s education tends to impact on their aspira-

tions as a result of the experience of self-efficacy as-

sociated with parental support for education (Choi, 

Chang, Kim & Reio, 2015; El Nokali, Bachman & 

Votruba-Drzal, 2010). Parental involvement in-

cludes attending learners’ extra-curricular activities, 

support for their educational development, and en-

couragement (Trusty, 1998). Trusty (1998) argues 

that parental support could mitigate the negative ef-

fect of a low SES background on aspirations. More-

over, parental involvement fosters positive attrib-

utes, a sense of responsibility and persistence 

through modelling (Choi et al., 2015). El Nokali et 

al. (2010) argue that parents’ interactions with chil-

dren have an impact on social and behavioural func-

tioning, in addition to academic success. As such, 

parental involvement may improve socio-emotional 

skills, advance social skills and ensure fewer behav-

ioural problems (Iruka, Winn, Kingsley & Ortho-

doxou, 2011; Powell, Son, File & San Juan, 2010), 

which could, in turn, influence learners’ self-belief 

about their aspirations. 

In a related study, Wang and Sheikh-Khali 

(2014) conducted research among a group of 10th 

grade learners in the United States of America 

(USA) and found that school and home-based paren-

tal involvement and academic socialisation influ-

enced learners’ academic outcomes. These studies 

did not explore parental involvement and learner ed-

ucational aspirations directly, but they highlight the 

crucial role that parents play in their child’s educa-

tion, which has implications for their aspirations. 

With a sample of Latino learners from low-income 

families in the USA, it was found that parental in-

volvement in the form of sacrifices and the mother’s 

educational aspirations predicted the educational ex-

pectations of learners (Ceballo, Maurizi, Suarez & 

Aretakis, 2014). Ceballo et al. (2014) argue that 

school-based parental involvement may be an im-

portant source of motivation and academic aspira-

tions, because parental involvement reinforces 

learners’ self-belief about their ability. 

In attempting to explore the factors that influ-

ence life aspirations among learners in the Western 

Cape in South Africa, Hendricks, Savahl, Mathews, 

Raats, Jaffer, Matzdorff, Dekel, Larke, Magodyo, 

Van Gesselleen and Pedro (2015) indicate that the 

following were important in shaping the life aspira-

tions of learners in low-income communities: hope, 

the ability to make the right decisions, academic pro-

gress, family functioning, support from school, and 

substance abuse. 

The findings point to personal, interpersonal 

and environmental factors that impact on aspira-

tions. Using the bio-ecological systems theory as a 

guiding framework, we explored a number of factors 

that impact on the level of learner educational aspi-

rations in a nationally representative sample of 

Grade 9 learners in South Africa. 

 
Schooling in South Africa 

South Africa is still struggling to improve the quality 

of education: raising the achievement levels of all 

learners, decreasing inequalities between the afflu-

ent and the poor, and accelerating the rate of pro-

gress in achieving the set outcomes. The effects of 

the apartheid era still persist and manifest as a large 

income disparity across racial groups, a low level of 

education of the population, and poor infrastructure 

in low-income communities (Jarvie, 2014; 

McKeever, 2017; Salisbury, 2016). This has neces-

sitated state involvement in the provision of re-

sources for schooling to catch up on historical back-

logs, as well as social grants to support families. 

Given the high level of income poverty and unem-

ployment, the government subsidises school fees for 

just over two-thirds of school-going learners. There-  



4 Wilson Fadiji, Reddy 

fore, South African public schools are categorised as 

either fee-paying or no-fee-paying schools. The gen-

eral description of learners in no-fee-paying schools 

is that they come from low-income households, live 

in poorer communities, attend schools with fewer re-

sources and have teachers with a lower level of spe-

cialist knowledge. One-third of learners attend fee-

paying schools that are often better resourced; while 

the majority of these learners are from middleclass 

neighbourhoods. Besides government schools, 

South Africa also has independently governed 

schools. Independent schools are diverse in terms of 

conditions and some even receive a state subsidy, 

but they generally have access to significantly more 

private resources because of the tuition fees that par-

ents pay (Mestry, 2017; Zuze et al., 2015). For the 

purpose of this study, we classified schools into fee-

paying (independent and fee-paying public schools) 

and no-fee-paying public schools. This is taken as a 

proxy for the SES of the school. The TIMSS-SA 

2015 sample comprised 65% learners who attended 

public no-fee schools and 35% who attended fee-

paying schools (31% public fee-paying and 4% in-

dependent). 

 
The current study 

Although there has been some exploration of the fac-

tors that impact on learner achievement in the South 

African context (Cai et al., 2016; Zuze et al., 2015), 

there is a gap in the research in terms of factors that 

could predict aspirations. In this study we used the 

TIMSS-SA 2015 national dataset to explore the im-

pact of gender, home resources, school SES and cli-

mate, and parental involvement on shaping learners’ 

educational aspirations. Our findings might be of in-

terest to local policy and scholarly audiences inter-

ested in understanding how the level of educational 

aspiration of learners are shaped using a contextu-

ally-relevant lens. These findings point to the need 

to incorporate environmentally driven factors in 

both home and school interventions to enhance edu-

cational aspirations. 

We applied a bio-ecological systems theory of 

development, which tapped into the relationship be-

tween the individual and the context in terms of en-

hancing learner educational aspiration. Therefore, 

we aimed to determine the relationship between gen-

der, parental involvement, socio-economic status (at 

home and school), school climate, and learner edu-

cational aspirations in the South African context. 

Using SEM, we tested the overall fit of the model of 

the hypothesised relationships across the observed 

and latent variables (see Figure 1). SEM is a multi-

variate statistical analysis that is used to determine 

the structural relations among a number of observed 

and latent variables simultaneously, while also tak-

ing error variance into account. SEM allows us to 

estimate the fitness of structured relationships 

(model) across variables and to test theoretical prop-

ositions with non-experimental data, which cannot 

be done using a multiple regression model. 

 

  



 South African Journal of Education, Volume 40, Number 2, May 2020 5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 Hypothesised relationship across variables 

 
Hypotheses 
1) Male and female learners differ in terms of the level 

of educational aspirations. 

2) Parental involvement is positively related to the 

learner’s educational aspirations. 

3) Learners with more home resources have a higher 

level of educational aspirations. 

4) School climate is related to the learner’s educational 

aspirations, with a positive school climate influencing 

aspirations positively. 

5) School SES has a direct effect on learner educational 

aspirations, with learners at fee-paying schools having 

a higher level of educational aspirations. 

 

Methodology 
Sampling and Participants 

The Department of Basic Education’s schools data-

base served as the sampling frame for schools se-

lected for the study. Of the 298 schools sampled ran-

domly, 285 participated in the study. We used a two-

stage stratified cluster design to select a sample of 

eligible schools. Stratification was by province, lan-

guage of learning and teaching (LOLT) (English, 

Afrikaans and both), and school type (public and in-

dependent schools). The sample was also implicitly 

stratified by the school poverty index and location 

(rural and urban). This was followed by randomly 

selecting an intact mathematics and science class 

from each sampled school. A total of 11,969 learners 

participated in the study (5,248 females and 5,181 

males) with an average age of 15.7 years. 

 

Procedures and Ethical Considerations 

The TIMSS 2015 data were gathered as part of a 

trend study involving 39 countries. Prior to admin-

istration of the questionnaires, we contacted schools 

to seek permission, to obtain class lists and to ar-

range an appointment with the school to administer 

the study. The main survey was administered by an 

external fieldwork company that had the appropriate 

qualifications and experience in the field of educa-

tional assessment. The TIMSS-SA team worked 

with the Department of Basic Education and provin-

cial coordinators to ensure that the study was suc-

cessfully administered. All data were captured using 

a software program developed by the International 

Association for the Evaluation of Educational 

Achievement (IEA), called the Data Management 

Expert (DME), and data were double-captured by 

the TIMSS-SA team to verify against original cap-

ture. Ethical clearance was obtained from the Hu-

man Sciences Research Council’s Research Ethics 

Committee. Clearance was also obtained from the 

Department of Education and each of the participat-

ing schools. Prior to data collection the learners pro-

vided informed assent through the principals. 

 
Instruments: TIMSS and PIRLS International Study 
Centre (Mullis et al., 2016) 

TIMSS is a cross-national assessment of the mathe-

matics and science knowledge of fourth and eighth 

grade learners; it has been conducted by the IEA 

Learner 

educational 

aspiration 

Parental 

involvement 

Positive 

school 

climate 

Negative 

school 

climate 

School SES 
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since 1995. The TIMSS and PIRLS International 

Study Centre in Boston, USA, is responsible for the 

study. It uses the results from achievement tests to 

estimate achievement scores, and questionnaires 

completed by principals, teachers and learners to de-

termine contextual factors that predict or explain 

achievement. 

In this study, we included the following varia-

bles and indices from the learner questionnaire: gen-

der (Question 1); home resource scale (Question 6); 

school SES (HR and SS, with both serving as socio-

economic indices); parental involvement (Question 

28 - PI); school climate (Question 15 - SC). Items on 

the home resource scale included the presence or ab-

sence of learning materials and other amenities in 

the home. We also determined whether school SES 

(fee-paying and no-fee-paying) was a predictor of 

learner educational aspirations. Parental involve-

ment was measured using items that tap into the ex-

tent to which parents show interest in learners’ 

homework and assist with school assignments; this 

was scored on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 

(Agree a lot) to 4 (Never or almost never). We re-

verse coded to ensure that a higher value corre-

sponded to a positive response. 

Regarding the school climate, we assessed the 

extent to which learners were eager to be at school 

and the extent to which they experienced support 

from their peers (positive school climate – PSC). We 

also assessed the negative school climate (NSC), 

which involved bullying and a lack of peer support. 

Both school climates were reverse coded to ensure 

that a higher value reflected a higher response. 

School climate was also scored on a Likert-type 

scale ranging from 1 (Agree a lot) to 4 (Never or al-

most never); in one case, a higher response reflected 

a positive climate and the other a negative climate. 

Long-term educational aspirations (Question 

8) required of learners to indicate the highest level 

of education they expected to attain on a scale rang-

ing from 1 (Finish Grade 9) to 8 (Complete doctoral 

degree). We used a single-item measure of learner 

educational aspiration, because this was the only 

item on the TIMSS questionnaire that was used to 

test this variable. 

 
Data Analysis 

Analysis of the data was performed using the Statis-

tical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) and Mplus 

software (Muthen & Muthen, 1998-2015). In order 

to understand the level of aspirations, we developed 

a theoretical model, based on previous research, and 

hypothesised that learner educational aspirations are 

influenced by school climate, parental involvement 

and school SES. We did not include gender and 

home resources in the model, because our prelimi-

nary analysis resulted in poor model fit indices. In-

stead, we explored gender and home SES group dif-

ferences in level of educational aspirations using 

analysis of variance (ANOVA). The poor fit indices 

imply that the hypothesised model does not fit accu-

rately with the data or reflect what is going on in the 

sample. Moreover, this finding on poor fit indices is 

linked to the lack of theoretical support for the 

model when testing relationships across gender, 

home resources, school climate, parental involve-

ment and school SES; therefore, it was necessary to 

explore group differences (gender and home re-

sources) and levels of aspirations. It is important to 

mention that we limited our analysis to the above-

mentioned items because the scope of this paper was 

to test some and not all variables that might impact 

directly on learner aspirations. 

Structural equation modelling is a multivariate 

statistical analysis technique used to analyse struc-

tural relationships across variables. This technique is 

a combination of factor analysis and multiple regres-

sion analysis, which is used to analyse the structural 

relationship between measured variables and latent 

constructs. As part of the structural equation model-

ling, we tested a measurement model that looked at 

how observed variables reflect the overall construct 

being measured. Using the ultimate structural model 

we aimed to test the direct association between pa-

rental involvement, school climate, school SES, and 

learner educational aspirations. The best measure-

ment model for parental involvement and positive 

and negative school climate was determined. The 

observed variables for each of the above-mentioned 

variables were used to create latent variables to de-

pict relationships across the variables. 

We took two steps to determine if the observed 

data fitted the sample. We ran a measurement model 

to determine the extent to which the observed varia-

bles of each latent variable loaded strongly on their 

respective latent variables. After testing the meas-

urement model, we estimated a structural model 

comprising parental involvement, school climate, 

school SES, and learner educational aspirations. 

Learner educational aspirations served as the out-

come variable. The criteria for determining whether 

a model had good fit indices was determined by the 

following cut-off points: comparative fit index (CFI) 

= > .90; Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) = > .90; root 

mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = < 

.08; standardised root mean square (SRMR) = < .08. 

These fit indices determine the extent to which the 

model that is tested fits well with the data. We did 

not report on the chi square due to its sensitivity to 

sample size (Satorra & Bentler, 2001). 

The internal reliability of the home resource 

scale (.71), parental involvement (.93), positive 

school climate (.91), and negative school climate 

(.94) were determined using Cronbach’s alpha coef-

ficient. 

 
Results 

The ANOVA results show that female learners in 

Grade 9 had significantly higher levels of aspirations 

compared to their male counterparts: F (1, 11,714) = 
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32.193, p < .05. The results also reveal that learners 

at fee-paying schools had higher levels of aspira-

tions: F (1, 11,716) = 205.27, p < .05. Learners with 

fewer home resources had a significantly lower level 

of educational aspiration than their counterparts: F 

(1, 11,614) = 131.83, p < .05 with greater resources. 

Together, these findings show that socio-economic 

status – reflected in either school SES or home re-

sources – is related levels of aspiration. 

Table 1 below is a summary of the inter-corre-

lations using existing indexes on school climate, pa-

rental involvement, and learner educational aspira-

tions created in the TIMSS data set. As expected, 

there was a positive correlation between positive 

school climate and learner aspirations. However, 

contrary to the hypothesised direction of the rela-

tionship, there was a negative correlation between 

parental involvement and learner educational aspira-

tion, and a positive correlation between negative 

school climate and educational aspirations. This im-

plies that, irrespective of a negative school climate, 

aspirations are high. 

 

Table 1 Inter-variable correlations 

 LA PSC NSC PI 

LA 1    
PSC .09* 1   
NSC .12* .18* 1  
PI -.12* -.03* -.04* 1 

Note. *p < .01; LA = learners’ educational aspirations. 

 

Measurement Model 

The hypothesised measurement model that shows 

the extent to which the various latent variables (pos-

itive and negative school climate, and parental in-

volvement) are represented by their indicators, pre-

sented a good fit with the data. Each of the latent 

variables were tested as unidimensional measures. 

We tested whether or not the observed variables on 

the scales actually measured their intended latent 

construct. The following fit indices emerged: CFI = 

.951; TLI = .944; RMSEA = .034 [90% CI: .033, 

.036]; SRMR = .030. The criteria for an acceptable 

model fit for these goodness-of-fit indices were de-

fined as CFI ≥ .90; RMSEA < .08; SRMR < .08 (Hu 

& Bentler, 1999). Emerging standardised factor 

loadings were significant and considered high for 

the indicators (see Figure 2). Our findings show that 

the observed variables on each scale actually re-

flected the intended construct. 
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.  

 

Figure 2 Measurement model 

 
Structural Model 

A structural model that shows the hypothesised rela-

tionships between the latent constructs of parental 

involvement, school SES, positive and negative 

school climate, and learner educational aspiration, 

was tested. Before the direct effects could be tested, 

inter-variable correlations were computed (see Ta-

ble 1). The hypothesised model had the following fit 

indices: CFI = .931; TLI = .921; RMSEA = .038 

[90% CI: .037, .039]; SRMR = .03. 

The findings indicate that, in order to deter-

mine the predictors of learner aspiration, it is im-

portant to consider how parental involvement, 

school SES, and positive and negative school cli-

mate shape these aspirations. The model shows that 

a significant direct relationship existed between  

learner educational aspirations and a positive school 

climate: b = .01, [95% CI: .01, .01], p < .05. A sig-

nificant positive relationship also existed between 

learner aspiration and negative school experiences: 

b = .05, [95% CI: .04, .04], p < .05 (see Figure 3). 

The relationship between parental involvement and 

learner educational aspiration was not significant. 

School SES was found to have a direct effect on 

learner educational aspirations: b = .04, [95% CI: .04 

.04], p < .05. 

We also compared the hypothesised relation-

ships across different school SES and found similar 

patterns of structural relations between parental in-

volvement, school climate, and learner educational 

aspirations for both fee-paying and no-fee-paying 

schools. This implies that the socio-economic status   
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of a school does not impact on the extent to which 

school climate and parental involvement influence 

learner educational aspirations. 

 
Discussion 

The aim of this study was to explore some determi-

nants (gender, school climate, parental involvement, 

and home and school SES) of learner educational as-

pirations in the South African context using a nation-

ally representative dataset comprising a sample of 

Grade 9 learners who participated in the 2015 inter-

national TIMSS study. Overall, South Africa’s 

achievement was one of the lowest of all participat-

ing countries, but educational aspirations (which is 

arguably linked to achievement) were very high. 

Given that there is evidence of a relationship be-

tween aspirations and achievement (Khattab, 2015; 

Yu, Frempong & Winnaar, 2015), and that the high 

aspirations among Grade 9 learners do not seem to 

be reflected in levels of achievement, it is worth-

while to try to understand how these aspirations 

were formed in the first place. In this context, we 

looked at the different predictors of learner aspira-

tion. The following variables were predicted to have 

a direct effect on learner educational aspirations: pa-

rental involvement, school climate and school SES. 

We found that despite the home and school contexts 

of learners, learners generally had a high level of ed-

ucational aspirations. This is in line with previous 

TIMSS-SA studies (Zuze et al., 2017). 

 

 
 

Figure 3 Structural model 

 

The overall model fit indices for both the meas-

urement and structural model showed an acceptable 

model fit. Our findings suggest that the tools used 

for measuring each of the latent variables have 
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sound psychometric properties. In addition, the hy-

pothesised model was a good representation of the 

pattern of relationships across the variables. The rest 

of the results of the study are discussed in depth be-

low. 

We found that males and females differed in 

terms of level of aspiration, with females displaying 

a significantly higher level of educational aspiration. 

Our findings are in line with those of previous stud-

ies that show that females tend to have higher edu-

cational aspirations (Guo et al., 2015; Meece et al., 

2014; Zuze et al., 2015). Meece et al. (2014) argue 

that the structural barriers that were previously pre-

venting females from aspiring to higher educational 

pursuits had been addressed by new policies. The 

gender differences point to the need to consider 

group differences when planning programmes that 

are targeted at building higher levels of educational 

aspiration among learners. 

We hypothesised that an increase in home re-

sources would result in higher educational aspira-

tions. Confirming our hypothesis, the data showed 

that learners with fewer home resources had lower 

educational aspirations. Given that the economic 

landscape of South Africa is relatively fragile com-

pared to high-income countries, it was expected that 

SES would impact on learner educational aspira-

tions. In line with our findings, Cosser (2016) 

demonstrates that among a sample of Grade 12 

learners in South Africa, higher SES predicted 

higher aspirations, and that these learners with high 

aspirations tended to enrol in degree programmes, 

while low SES students with lower aspirations were 

more likely to drop out or enrol in diploma pro-

grammes. The study shows that home SES remains 

an important determinant of aspiration and its fulfil-

ment. Stevens (2018) further argues that SES serves 

as a background characteristic that determines aspi-

rations and the attainment level of young people. Re-

lated to the low educational aspirations among low 

SES learners based on their home resources, we 

found that learners attending fee-paying (high SES) 

schools had slightly higher levels of aspirations. 

This is line with Zuze et al. (2017) who found that 

although a certain percentage of no-fee paying learn-

ers had high levels of aspirations, a greater propor-

tion of learners with higher educational aspirations 

emerged from the fee-paying group. Together, these 

findings point to the considerable importance of 

home and school resources in determining educa-

tional aspirations. The absence of resources seems to 

affect learners’ self-belief in their abilities and this, 

in turn, affects the aspirations they set for them-

selves. 

Our findings on gender differences and home 

resources being related to learner aspirations pro-

vides support for the bio-ecological systems theory. 

Based on the findings of the study, it is plausible to 

indicate that developing aspirations as a develop-

mental outcome and proximal process for learners is 

dependent on the interaction between gendered char-

acteristics and the resources available in the home as 

a micro-system. Bronfenbrenner (1994) argues that 

the micro-system has the most direct influence on 

proximal processes, because the child interacts di-

rectly with players in this system. Our study shows 

that interactions based on the number of resources is 

key for aspirations, because these resources deter-

mine the opportunities by which learners can shape 

their aspirations for the future. 

We also hypothesised that a positive school cli-

mate characterised by a sense of belonging would 

influence learner educational aspirations positively. 

This hypothesis was confirmed. We found that a 

positive school climate resulted in higher levels of 

educational aspiration. Our findings are supported 

by a number of studies that indicate that school sup-

port, teachers’ behaviour, peer interactions, and the 

overall school environment influence educational 

aspirations (Bojuwoye et al., 2014; Dupriez et al., 

2012; Mashau et al., 2008). This is because signifi-

cant others and structural factors create the context 

for learners to develop ideas about their capability 

and what they can achieve in life. This is in line with 

well-being research that highlights the importance of 

school-related support for mental health, which in-

cludes ideas of self-efficacy and learners’ ability to 

succeed in their educational pursuits (Wilson & 

Somhlaba, 2018). However, the unexpected direc-

tion of the relationship between learner educational 

aspiration and negative school climate might imply 

that negative circumstances could motivate learners 

to set higher aspirations to escape their current con-

ditions. There is a passionate public discourse on the 

importance of education for upward mobility and 

breaking out of the cycles of poverty, which could 

have shaped the somewhat unrealistic expectations, 

even in non-supportive school climates. 

Schools also serves as micro-systems for learn-

ers, as they have frequent interactions with peers and 

teachers who provide mental and social space for 

thinking about the future. Learner educational aspi-

rations seem to be influenced by the school climate 

also because processes such as teacher-learner rela-

tionships and peer-to-peer relationships that enhance 

a sense of belonging provide learners with ideas 

about their abilities and fosters positive self-evalua-

tion (Wilson & Somhlaba, 2018) that might predict 

educational aspirations. 

 
Implications of the Study 

Overall, our findings show that SES, in the form of 

home and school resources, as well as school cli-

mate, are important for developing aspirations. 

Given that the need to experience a sense of belong-

ing at school increased aspirations, schools in South 

Africa should ensure that they serve as both a learn-

ing space and a social one where learners are contin-

uously developing ideas about who they are and 

what their capabilities are. Interventions targeted at 
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improving learner aspirations should include pro-

grammes that foster a sense of belonging and build-

ing of social skills by learners. This is in line with 

the work of Wilson and Somhlaba (2018) who note 

that, among adolescents in deprived contexts in 

Ghana, support from peers and teachers was more 

crucial than support from home. This was because 

those adolescents had come to terms with the lack of 

resources at home and seemed to rely on the school 

for emotional, material and social support. This also 

implies that government subsidies are required, not 

only to meet material needs, but also to provide a 

psychological space where learners can set higher 

aspirations for themselves. Therefore, as a long-term 

goal, greater efforts need to be geared towards re-

ducing unequal resources in schools while also im-

proving the school climate. The school is an im-

portant institution, especially for learners from low-

resourced home environments, therefore, it is im-

portant to strengthen schools for them to play a pos-

itive role in shaping learners’ educational aspira-

tions. 

To the best of our knowledge, this was the first 

South African study in which a model that predicts 

learner aspirations using a nationally representative 

dataset was tested. A unique contribution of this 

study is the finding that in order to see tangible im-

provement in learner educational aspirations, the 

combined contribution of home and school SES, as 

well as positive school climate, must be considered. 

Previous studies have explored these factors in iso-

lation and provided only some information on the 

antecedents of learner aspirations. Our study shows 

that learners require resources at home and at school 

to set realistic aspirations and strive towards achiev-

ing these aspirations. Additionally, our study also 

demonstrates that the impact of a positive school cli-

mate on learner educational aspiration might be 

more substantial compared to parental interaction 

and negative school climate. This could be because 

of the positive self-evaluation that a sense of belong-

ing fosters over and above the absence of support. 

 
Limitations of the Study 

The cross-sectional nature of the study makes it dif-

ficult to draw conclusions regarding causality. Some 

unexpected findings included the non-significant re-

lationship between parental involvement and learner 

educational aspirations, and the positive relationship 

between negative school climate and aspirations. 

Although we have explained some of these findings, 

we suggest that a need exists for future research to 

further examine how school climate, especially a 

negative school climate, might affect educational as-

pirations. It is also likely that complimentary quali-

tative research, which seeks an in-depth understand-

ing of how these variables are related, would add 

more knowledge to this area of study. Given that the 

study included only one measure of aspirations, fu-

ture studies could include other measures, such as 

occupational aspirations. 
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